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This dissertation proposes a new interpretative approach to the theatrical material 
in Horace’s Sermones and Epistles. In particular, it focuses on a selection of poems in 
which Horace employs a wide array of dramatic devices to depict and discuss the patron-
client relationship (Sermones 1.9, 2.5, 2.7 and Epistles 1.17 and 1.18). These devices 
include dialogue, stage directions, stock characters, expressly theatrical metaphors, and 
diction echoing playwrights such as Plautus and Terence. I argue that Horace 
intentionally activates the language of the stage in order to spotlight the theatricality 
involved in performing the role of a client. In so doing, the poet characterizes the client as 
an actor and underlines the scripted nature of the words and gestures that he directs 
toward his patron. In each of these poems, Horace employs a variety of negative 
stereotypes in order to associate the client with different kinds of performers (e.g., the 
parasitus, captator, servus, scurra, and planus). In the process, he confronts criticism that 
he himself likely received in the extrapoetic world impugning his amicitia with his own 
patron, Maecenas. Horace defends himself against charges of acting and sycophancy by 
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demonstrating that an element of performance is endemic to the patron-client relationship 
itself. 
The dissertation is organized as a series of close readings of the five poems that 
best illustrate Horace’s correlation between dramatic and social performance. For each 
poem, I identify and interpret the dramatic elements and illustrate how they complement 
and enhance the dramatic subtext. Chapter 1 concentrates on Sermones 1.9, in which 
Horace encounters a pest seeking an introduction to Maecenas. Chapter 2 deals with 
Sermones 2.5, the dialogue between Tiresias and Ulysses on the subject of inheritance-
hunting (captatio). Chapter 3 explores Sermones 2.7, in which Horace’s slave Davus 
accuses him of proteanism when it comes to Maecenas. Chapter 4 presents comparanda 
from Horace’s Epistles 1.17 and 1.18, in which Horace utilizes the same dramatic devices 
to shape his advice to two prospective clients. Taken together, these analyses uncover 
new layers in Horace’s multifaceted depiction of the patron-client relationship, and 
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Performance was a fundamental part of Horace’s life and work. As Maecenas’ 
client, he needed to maintain a carefully crafted public image both on and off the page. 
On the one hand, he had to conduct himself in a manner consistent with the lofty 
aesthetic and moral values of his elite circle. On the other hand, he had to negotiate the 
inherently inequitable dynamic of the patron-client relationship and observe its often-
indecorous protocol. Furthermore, he needed to address the stigma associated with his 
humble origin as well as the envy provoked by his stratospheric rise to prominence. 
Throughout his work, Horace regularly reflects upon the complexity of his social 
situation. More than any other Latin author of his day, he turns his relationship with his 
patron into a dominant theme of his poetry.1 In his depictions of this amicitia, Horace 
reveals veiled glimpses of the challenges that he faced – or would have us believe that he 
faced – in his personal experience as a client. Chief among these is the need to adopt 
different masks and adapt his self-presentation in order to please his patron, defend 
himself from critics, and preserve the integrity of his private persona. 
In this dissertation, I illustrate how Horace uses the language of the stage to 
highlight the theatricality involved in playing the part of a client. I focus on a selection of 
poems in which he employs a wide array of dramatic devices to depict and discuss the 
patron-client relationship, specifically Sermones 1.9, 2.5, 2.7 and Epistles 1.17 and 1.18. 
                                                        
1 McNeill (2001) refers to this as the “Horatian Invention.” He observes, “this new approach to self-
presentation is one of Horace’s greatest poetic innovations, for his thematization of his relationship with 
his patron as a focus for his private concerns and social challenges sets him apart from his contemporaries 
in the Roman literary world,” pp. 31-32.  
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Through a series of close readings, I identify and interpret these dramatic devices, which 
include dialogue, stage directions, stock characters, and both dramatic and dramaturgical 
diction. I posit that the poet weaves them together in order to create a rich theatrical 
framework in which to contextualize his commentary on the client’s social performance.  
The idea of social performance has been widely interpreted.2 My own 
interpretation closely aligns with the work of Braund, Keane, and Oliensis. All three 
scholars recognize that theatricality was a regular part of Roman social, as well as 
political, interaction. Braund says of the Romans in general: “It seems that the Romans 
thought of life, perhaps more than we do, in terms of roles performed and the variety of 
personae adopted in differing circumstances.”3 Keane says of the Roman satirists more 
specifically: “The Roman satirists construct a world where actions and utterances, 
including their own, are viewed as performances or responses to performances.”4 Oliensis 
says of Horace in particular: “Like the rest of us, Horace will have presented different 
faces to different people in different situations. He wore one face, we may presume, in 
the presence of Augustus, and a quite different face when he was giving orders to his 
slaves.”5 For my purposes, I am broadly defining social performance as strategic self-
presentation. It means that an individual deliberately plays a part, adapting the external 
signs he presents to others of his character in order to conform to a particular social role.6  
                                                        
2 Cf. Goffman (1959), Bartsch (1994), Lyne (1995), Braund (1996), Oliensis (1998), Parker (1999), 
Krostenko (2001), Habinek (2005) and Keane (2006), among others.  
3 Braund (1996), p. 2. She cites Cicero’s On Duties (De officiis) 1 concerning the four public personae 
available to each individual as evidence for this idea. 
4 Keane (2006), p. 17. 
5 Oliensis (1998), p. 1. 
6 Cf. Goffman (1959), who defines a ‘performance’ as “all the activity of a given participant on a given 
occasion which serves to influence in any way any of the other participants. … When an individual 
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In each of the poems that I examine, Horace suggests either implicitly or 
explicitly that a client adapts his persona in order to fulfill the responsibilities of his 
social role. What is more, he consistently employs theatrical language and imagery to do 
so. In this way, the poet elegantly equates the notions of dramatic and social performance, 
and plays up the theatricality that underlies a client’s self-presentation. He effectively 
characterizes the client as an actor and underscores the scripted nature of the words and 
gestures that he directs towards his patron. At the same time, Horace also illustrates the 
consequences of taking this social performance too far. Through a series of satiric, 
comedic and didactic examples, he presents distorted depictions of the client as a 
performer and, in so doing, addresses some of the negative implications associated with 
the role. He calls attention to the precarious line that a client must walk between 
obsequium and libertas, and reinforces the idea that his actions should always be 
motivated by amicitia and fides. Horace thus presents an ideal image of a client – often 
by describing the opposite – and demonstrates how he personally adheres to that model. 
His poetry, then, functions as a platform of performance in and of itself, enabling him to 
make a public display of the poetic skill and personal integrity by which he rightfully 
earned his place in Maecenas’s circle. 
 
Why the Satires and Epistles? Why these poems in particular? 
 
Horace’s Satires and Epistles offer us the most compelling impressions of the 
author and his world. More than his Odes or Epodes, they encourage us to interpret them                                                                                                                                                                      
or performer plays the same part to the same audience on different occasions, a social relationship is 
likely to arise… Social role [may be defined as] the enactment of rights and duties attached to a 
given status,” pp. 15-16.  
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as the poet’s real views on his life, his culture, and his ways of critically evaluating both.7 
As McNeill observes: “[In the Odes, Horace] is operating within the constraints and 
possibilities of his genre; lyric necessarily makes less allowance for the elaborate 
treatment of the exigencies of daily existence and offers fewer opportunities for vivid, 
engaging self-presentation than do the Satires and Epistles.”8 In the Epodes, Horace 
similarly reveals relatively little personal information, arguably concentrating more on 
his artistic mission to “introduce Parian iambics to Latium and translate the rhythms and 
spirit of Archilochus” (Epist. 1.19.23-25). In his Satires and Epistles, however, Horace 
offers us tantalizing glimpses into his life. One moment, he reveals mundane details like 
what he eats for lunch – a dish of chickpeas and pancakes (Serm. 1.6.115). The next, he 
name-drops members of the exclusive company that he keeps – Plotius, Varius, 
Maecenas, Vergil, Valgius, Octavius, Fuscus, the Viscus brothers, Pollio, Messalla and 
his brother, Bibulus and Servius, Furnius, and “several others, who are learned men and 
friends” (Serm. 1.10.81-90). His Epistles likewise invite us to read them as reflections of 
his actual opinions and experiences. They discuss philosophical ideas to which Horace 
explicitly claims to subscribe. Furthermore, they deal directly with issues that are 
inextricably linked to his life, such as the patron-client relationship. 
For these reasons, I have chosen to concentrate primarily on Horace’s Satires and 
Epistles. I am interested in studying how Horace poetically portrays the client, a role that 
he himself played in the extra-poetic world and that, in many ways, came to define him.                                                          
7 Keane (2006) points out, “Indeed, more so than with other genres, we tend to feel more comfortable when 
we shift from talking about satire as literature to describing it as a kind of social practice. Satirists expose, 
perform, attack, punish, and instruct. In other words, they mimic society’s existing methods of criticism, 
correction and entertainment in creating their literary texts,” p. 3. 
8 McNeill (2001), pp. 59-60. 
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For the purposes of this investigation, I have selected a sample of poems in which 
Horace features: (1) the patron-client relationship as a main subject and (2) a variety of 
dramatic devices at play. The Satires, in particular, offer prime examples of this 
combination. This is perhaps unsurprising since satire regularly deals with topics of 
personal interest to the poet, and drama is a conventional component of satire. Keane 
observes how they are naturally compatible genres: “Drama, like satire, is a literary form 
that employs the persona (in the word’s concrete sense, the actor’s mask); it also 
provides stock images and social themes that fit well into satire’s entertaining narrative 
vignettes. Comic drama in particular is associated with exposure and mockery of human 
folly and vice, which constitutes another connection with satire.”9  
By revealing a further connection between drama and satire, specifically how 
Horace uses drama to satirize the client’s social performance, I hope to provide a new 
interpretive lens through which scholars can examine not only Horace’s use of theatrical 
material, but also his representations of the patron-client relationship.  
 
The nature of the patron-client relationship in Augustan Rome 
 
The patron-client relationship had important political, economic, and social 
dimensions, as well as literary ones.10 At its root, it was an alliance between individuals, 
based on the premise of mutual benefit. According to Saller, patronage was characterized 
by three main elements: (1) the reciprocal exchange of goods and services, (2) a personal 
                                                        
9 Keane (2006), p. 5. 
10 On the evolution of individual clientage over time, due to the changing political conditions of the late 
Republic/ early Empire, see especially Goldbeck (2010) and Winterling (2008). 
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relationship of some duration, and (3) social asymmetry. 11 This last point, regarding 
social asymmetry, is what distinguishes patronage from other forms of friendship, 
especially friendship between equals. It is also what makes the relationship particularly 
complicated. A form of amicitia, the patron-client relationship was often described using 
the language of friendship. Saller observes that participants often favored the designation 
amici over patroni or clients. The term amici, he points out, was ambiguous enough to 
“encompass both social equals and unequals.”12 Konstan further explores the meaning of 
the word amicus as it relates to the patron-client relationship and argues that it was not 
simply synonymous with “patron” or “client,” but that it did, in fact, retain some of the 
connotations of “friend.”13 
Cicero, Seneca, and Pliny the Younger provide vivid descriptions of the beneficia, 
officia, and gratia entailed in this amicitia;14 they reveal codes and conventions that 
governed the behavior of both parties.15 On an ideological level, both patron and client 
were expected to uphold certain ethical standards. As Verboven observes, the “moral 
‘matrix’ of friendship centered around four prime values: liberalitas or benignitas, gratia,                                                         
11 Saller (1982), p. 1. 
12 Saller (1982), p. 11. 
13 Konstan (1995), p. 329. 
14 Cf. Cicero, De Officiis, and Seneca, De Beneficiis. Pliny, Ep. 1.19; 2.13.2; 10.51; 7.22; 4.15; 3.8; 4.4; 
Paneg. 45, 91, 93 [financial and political aid]; Pliny, Ep. 2.1.8 [advice while in office]; Pliny, Ep. 2.13.9; 
also see 3.8.4 [expressions of gratitude], cited in Saller (1982), n. 90, p. 27. On Pliny, see Carlon (2009). 
15 Saller (1982) cites a letter of Pliny (Ep. 4.17), in which the ancient author describes his own patron, Q. 
Corellius Rufus, as the best source for what the Romans thought a patron-protégé relationship should be: 
“I came to love him through admiration, and, contrary to the general rule, when I knew him intimately I 
admired him even more. For I did know him intimately; he kept nothing hidden from me, whether grave 
or gay, joy or sorrow. I was only a young man at the time, and yet he showed me the regard and, I 
venture to say, the respect he would have shown an equal. When I sought office he gave me his support 
as sponsor (suffragator); I was introduced and attended by him when I entered upon my duties, and had 
him for guide and counsellor while I discharged them… Moreover, when he was dying he told his 
daughter (it is she who tells the story) that he had made many friends for her in the course of a long life, 
but none like Pliny and Cornutus Tertullus,” pp. 26-27. 
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fides, and benevolentia or amor. The matrix was upheld by a fifth basic value, viz. 
honour or reputation (existimatio, dignitas).”16 On a practical level, a patron might 
provide financial backing, legal support, political advice, personal gifts, or social status 
for his client.17 In exchange, a client would attend morning salutatio, escort him to the 
forum (deductio) or to various events, run errands for him, vote according to his wishes, 
or increase his status by representing his patron (as well as himself) favorably in social 
interactions. This relationship had a profound impact on the lives of both men, 
influencing everything from the ways in which they earned their living (or displayed their 
wealth and influence), to the ways in which they participated in politics and interacted 
with other members of society.18  
Much of our evidence about Horace’s personal experience with the patron-client 
relationship comes from his poetry. Gold, among others, questions the extent to which 
literary works, such as these, should be treated as legitimate socio-historical documents 
rather than works of fiction. She posits that while, “patronage begs to be studied as a 
political or social institution,” we must also take into account the poetic aspects of the 
evidence. 19 She underscores the importance of recognizing the literary layers that 
separate artistic representations of the patron-client relationship from the reality it 
                                                        
16 Verboven (2002), p. 35. 
17 Cf. Cicero, De Officiis, 2.18.61-3: In illo autem altero genere largiendi, quod a liberalitate proficiscitur, 
non uno modo in disparibus causis adfecti esse debemus. Alia causa est eius, qui calamitate premitur, et 
eius, qui res meliores quaerit nullis suis rebus adversis. Propensior benignitas esse debebit in 
calamitosos, nisi forte erunt digni calamitate. In iis tamen, qui se adiuvari volent, non ne adfligantur, sed 
ut altiorem gradum ascendant, restricti omnino esse nullo modo debemus, sed in deligendis idoneis 
iudicium et diligentiam adhibere. Nam praeclare Ennius 'Bene facta male locata male facta arbitror'. 
18 Cf. Wallace-Hadrill (1989), especially pp. 63-87, and Brunt (1988), especially pp. 382-442. See also 
Gellner and Waterbury (1977) and Campbell (1974), both cited in Saller (1982), n. 12, p. 3. 
19 Gold (2012), p. 305. 
  
8 
reflected. With these layers in mind, then, let us consider how Horace depicts the patron-
client relationship in his poetry. 
Scholars such as White and Horsfall emphasize the fact that Horace would have 
been expected to fulfill the mundane social obligations of a client (e.g. attending salutatio, 
escorting Maecenas to the ludi, running errands for him, etc.), alongside his more 
prestigious artistic activities.20 Drawing on the poems themselves, Horsfall summarizes 
Horace’s responsibilities as follows: 
“The day might include ball-games, which Horace shunned in hot weather (Sat. i.6.126)… 
 Alternately, visits to the ludi… Why should Horace go at all? It is surely the duty, formally, of an 
 adsectator: Maecenas wants amusing company and informed comment. Thirdly, Horace 
 recognizes that much of his life is taken up with running errands, the affairs of other people 
 (aliena negotia: Sat. ii.6.33), or ‘bustle consisting of duties and the little activities of business’ 
 (officiosaque sedulitas et opella forensis: Ep. i.7.9) on behalf of the ordo scribarum or association 
 of senior civil servants (Sat. ii.6.31f.) or standing surety for friends (Sat. ii.6.24, Ep. ii.2.67).”21 
 
In addition to these routine tasks, which reflect the everyday experience of 
patronage in Rome, Horace was also entrusted with a number of other, more exclusive 
duties by virtue of being a member of Maecenas’ elite literary circle. 22 Horace’s poetry 
reveals a great deal about the officia entailed in this privileged position, as well as the 
beneficia he enjoyed as a result of them. In particular, he attests to accompanying his 
patron on diplomatic excursions (Sermones 1.5), attending his patron’s dinner parties and 
symposia or hosting him at his own (Sermones 2.7.32-35; Epodes 9; Odes 3.29), and 
keeping his confidences (Epistles 1.18.37-38). Most notably, as a beneficiary of 
Maecenas’ literary patronage, Horace was expected to produce poetry of exceptional 
quality that would encapsulate and exalt the values of his patron and bestow great honor                                                         
20 Cf. White (1993) and Horsfall (1983), especially pp. 163-164.  
21 Horsfall (1983), p. 163. 
22 On the subject of literary patronage in particular, see Gold (1982; 1987; 2012), Bowditch (2001), and 
White (1978; 1993; 2007). 
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upon him. As Bowditch observes, most of our evidence for this comes from the texts 
themselves.23 Horace inextricably tied his literary achievements and his personal 
reputation to Maecenas, and frequently emphasized these points in his poetry. In the first 
poem of the first book of Odes, for example, he explicitly attributes his success to 
Maecenas’ influence (Quodsi me lyricis vatibus inseres,/ sublimi feriam sidera vertice, 
Odes 1.1.35-36).24 He repeatedly refers to his patron as his “glory” (decus), among other 
glowing words of praise and indebtedness, throughout his corpus: o et praesidium et 
dulce decus meum (Odes 1.1.2); grande decus columenque rerum (Odes 2.17.4); 
Maecenas, equitum decus (Odes 3.16.20). Several parallel expressions of gratia to 
Maecenas can also be found in the poetry of Propertius and Vergil, two other members of 
his circle. White cites three examples, in particular: In Elegy 3.9.59-60, Propertius 
declares, “such is the glory you extend to me, Maecenas, and it is through your 
involvement that I too shall have been counted among your set [hoc mihi, Maecenas, 
laudis concedes, et a te est/ quod ferar in partis ipse fuisse tuas];” in Elegy 2.1.74, he 
calls his patron “my just glory in life and death” [et vitae et morti gloria iusta meae]; in 
Georgic 2.40, Vergil refers to Maecenas as “my ornament and, in fairness, chief portion 
of my fame [o decus, o famae merito pars maxima nostrae].”25 Taken together with 
Horace’s expressions of appreciation, these examples illustrate a key aspect of literary 
patronage, namely the direct correlation between a poet’s success and his patron’s 
personal and professional investment in their friendship. 
                                                        
23 Cf. Bowditch (2001), especially pp. 19-27, and (2010).  
24 Cf. Gold (1992). 
25 White (1993), pp. 18-19. 
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Horace’s poetry provides us with unique insight into Maecenas’ elite literary 
circle, and offers us glimpses of the lifestyle enjoyed by its members. He represents his 
relationship with the other poets in Maecenas’ circle as a fundamentally collegial one. He 
makes every effort to refute the notion that any competition, ambition, or antagonism 
may have existed between them. He expresses joy at spending time with Plotius, Varius, 
and Vergil on the trip to Brundisium (“postera lux oritur multo gratissima; namque/ 
Plotius et Varius Sinuessae Vergiliusque/ occurrunt, animae, qualis neque candidiores/ 
terra tulit neque quis me sit devinctior alter./ o qui complexus et gaudia quanta fuerunt!/ 
nil ego contulerim iucundo sanus amico,” Sermones 1.5.39-44). He calls Vergil optimus 
in Sermones 1.6.54, and conveys gratitude to him and Varius for making the introduction 
to Maecenas on his behalf.26 In Sermones 1.9, Horace explicitly defends the honorable 
way in which they live their lives to the pest ('non isto vivimus illic/ quo tu rere modo; 
domus hac nec purior ulla est/ nec magis his aliena malis; nil mi officit,’ inquam/ ‘ditior 
hic aut est quia doctior; est locus uni/ cuique suus,’ 48-52). As Mayer remarks, “No 
doubt the account is heavily edited to produce an ideal, but men live by ideals and poets 
work to realize them imaginatively for less favoured mortals.”27 Horace continues to 
reinforce the fact that he values both the friendship and the literary talents of the men in 
his circle in Sermones 1.10.81-90.28  
                                                        
26 Cf. Odes 1.3, the propempticon praying for Vergil’s safe journey to Greece. Horace calls his friend “half 
of his soul” (animae dimidium meae, Odes 1.3.8). 
27 Mayer (1995), p. 279. Cf. my discussion of the satire in chapter 1. 
28 On “the society of the great house,” see especially White (1993), pp. 35-66. 
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In addition to fame and opportunity, Maecenas also offered his literary clients 
material beneficia. The most famous example is his gift to Horace of the Sabine Farm.29 
It not only provided the poet with an idyllic writer’s retreat in the country, as he describes 
in Sermones 2.6, but it also gave him financial security. His ownership of an estate 
profoundly changed his status; he became a farm-owning citizen of a rural tribe, greatly 
improving his social, political, and economic standing. Horace reflected upon and 
responded to his patron’s generosity throughout his poetry, employing a great deal of tact, 
skill, and diplomacy in the process. On the one hand, he needed to express a degree of 
gratitude corresponding to the enormity of the gifts he received.30 On the other hand, he 
had to avoid coming across as overly obsequious. Furthermore, he had to try to deflect 
the envy that his success inevitably provoked.31 Even the emperor Augustus seems to 
have been aware of the kind of criticism that was circulated about Horace. In the Vita 
Horati, Suetonius reports that when Augustus wrote to Maecenas, requesting that Horace 
come to work for him as his personal secretary, he said: “In earlier times, I was able to 
write my own letters to my friends. Now thoroughly overwhelmed with work and ill, I 
wish to take our Horace away from you. He will come, therefore, from that parasitic table 
                                                        
29 White (1993): “That Maecenas gave Horace the Sabine farm is implied at Hor. Carm. 2.18.11-14 and 
stated by the scholia there and by Porphyrio on Hor. Epodi 1.31. Mark Antony gave land to the poet 
Anser according to Servius on Verg. Ecl. 9.36, and Martial describes property he was given by his 
countrywoman Marcella at Epig. 12.31. For fantasies, see Calp. Ecl. 4.152-155, Mart. Epigr. 1.55, 8.18.9, 
11.18,” n. 27, p. 277. 
30 Cf. Epode 1.31-34: satis superque me benignitas tua/ ditavit: haud paravero, / quod aut avarus ut 
Chremes terra premam,/ discinctus aut perdam nepos. 
31 As Damon (1997) points out, “Maecenas was the most visible source of the good fortune that led Horace 
to be called Fortunae filius, “Fortune’s son,’ as early as the second book of Satires (30-29 B.C., Sat. 
2.6.49). Success has a tendency to attract negative comment. The criticisms that Horace lets us hear about 
concern his relationship with Maecenas. The speaker of the Satires and Epistles made repeated efforts 
both to record these criticisms (they were, after all, a sure sign of success) and to produce defense against 
them,” pp. 128-129. 
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of yours to this court of mine, and he will help me in writing my letters” (Ante ipse 
sufficiebam scribendis epistulis amicorum, nunc occupatissimus et infirmus Horatium 
nostrum a te cupio abducere. Veniet ergo ab ista parasitica mensa ad hanc regiam, et 
nos in epistulis scribendis iuvabit).32 As Damon observes, “To Augustus the analogy 
between the clients and parasites, patrons and reges, was, as far as we can determine, raw 
material for a joke. Horace, understandably enough, could not always achieve the same 
degree of detachment, for some of his contemporaries were only too ready to view his 
cultivation of Maecenas in precisely these terms.”33 Horace’s treatment of his 
extraordinarily fortunate circumstances thus required a great deal of “social performance.” 
He had to present himself and his situation in such a way that took these many factors 
into account, and he had to “spin” them as favorably as possible. 
 
The relationship between the “real” Horace and the personae he adopts in his poetry 
One of the key issues that must be taken into account in any study of personal 
poetry is how to interpret the poet’s personae. This has been a particularly popular 
subject of recent Horatian scholarship. As Bowditch observes, “Horatian scholars of the 
last two decades have increasingly emphasized [how] Horace constructs various faces for 
himself… fashioning his self-image in response to his different audiences.”34 Scholars 
such as Anderson, Braund, and Freudenburg all challenge the authenticity of the first-
                                                        
32 As Mayer (1995) points out, we learn about Horace’s invitation to become Augustus’ secretary from 
Suetonius and not the poet himself (p. 282). This is, arguably, a deliberate omission on the part of the 
poet, one that reflects a decision to de-emphasize the closeness of his connection to the emperor. 
33 Damon (1997), p. 128. 
34 Bowditch (2010), p. 53. Cf. Anderson (1964; 1982), Highet (1974), Braund (1996), Damon (1997), 
Freudenburg (1993; 2010), Lyne (1995), Oliensis (1998), McNeill (2001), Keane (2006), Armstrong 
(2010), Schlegel (2010), among many others. 
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person voice, destabilizing the idea that the satirist who appears in a poem is an accurate 
reflection of the satirist who wrote it.35 Resisting the temptation to take the poet at his 
word, they call attention to “tensions” or inconsistencies in the text and argue that the 
satirists’ self-presentation is an act of fiction and should be regarded as such.36 Anderson 
draws a connection between the use of personae in satire and in drama: “Horace did not 
invent this method of speaking through a mask in satiric poetry. As a little reflection 
should indicate, the satirist speaking in the first person is merely an extension of dramatic 
and rhetorical practices long known, according to which any actor or orator must assume 
the character appropriate to his speech.”37 Freudenburg builds on this idea: “Horace is a 
dramatist. Not only has he fashioned a dramatic persona for himself as a satirist, he has 
created an entire comic world as his stage.”38 Both Braund and Freudenburg observe how 
Horace’s personae derive from conventional types, such as the New Comic slave or the 
Cynic philosopher. These personae enable the poet to adapt his voice to best suit his 
rhetorical goals in a particular poem. Furthermore, they create meaningful distance and 
ambiguity between the poet’s own point of view and that of the character(s) he is 
assuming.39  
                                                        
35 Anderson (1964; 1982); Braund (1996); Freudenburg (1993). 
36 Ancient poets themselves drew a distinction between their lives and their art. Freudenburg (1993) cites 
Catullus (16.5-6): “‘For it is proper that the devoted poet himself be chaste, though this is not required of 
his verse’… Compare Ovid Tristia 2.354: crede mihi, distant mores a carmine nostro:/ vita verecunda est, 
Musa iocosa mea (‘Trust me, my morals and song are completely different: my lifestyle is reverent, my 
muse sportive’). Martial 1.4.8 draws the same distinction: lasciva est nobis pagina, vita proba (‘My book 
is insolent, my life-style virtuous’),” p. 4, n. 3. 
37 Anderson (1964; 1982), pp. 29-30. 
38 Freudenburg (1993), p. 39. 
39 Cf. Sermones 2.2, in which Horace adopts the mask of Ofellus to describe the peasant’s life and the 
poet’s disavowal of it. Rudd (1976) observes, “Why then did Horace use the character? Presumably 
because he felt that he himself was not in a position to lecture his audience in this forthright 
unsophisticated manner. The points made against modishness, gluttony, and extravagance were sound. If 
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On the other side of the issue, scholars such as Clay, Mayer, Gowers and 
Armstrong point out that it is impossible to separate the poet from his persona(e) 
entirely.40 Clay and Mayer, in particular, observe that, in writing personal poetry, the poet 
invites his audience to identify the points of view expressed with his own.41 They also 
rightly caution us against indiscriminately mapping a modern mode of literary criticism 
(i.e. persona theory) onto an ancient text. Neither is convinced that there is sufficient 
evidence to evaluate the extent to which an ancient audience would have consciously 
drawn a distinction between an author and his character(s). Favoring a more biographical 
mode of literary criticism, they believe that the poet would have remained visible, so to 
speak, behind his masks. Clay remarks, “The biographical mode of literary criticism is 
especially congenial and welcome to the Classical philologist. Outside an ancient poet’s 
poetry we have very little to guide us in envisaging an individual poet’s life.”42 
Armstrong observes, “Horace’s poetry, particularly his earliest publications, the two 
books of Satires, published at age 30 and age 35 in 35 and 30 BCE, is full of clues and 
explicit statements about his upbringing and about the exact rank it bought for him.  And 
while poetry and imagination to some extent color these statements, they can be shown to 
have a factual basis.”43 A persuasive argument in support of a biographical interpretation 
of Horace’s work is the fact that he wrote for a contemporary audience, which would                                                                                                                                                                      
people were inclined to smile at the simple fervour of the presentation, Horace could always say non 
meus hic sermo est,” p. 179. 
40 Clay (1998); Mayer (2003); Gowers (2003); Armstrong (2010). 
41 Rudd (1976) observes that the issue of sincerity and persona “is directly relevant only in those genres 
where the author makes some kind of personal declaration. (No one asks whether Homer was sincere.) 
And it is properly concerned with opinions, thoughts, and feelings rather than acts or events,” p. 180. 
42 Clay (1998), pp. 13-14. Cf. Fraenkel (1957), pp. 1-23, and Gowers (2012), pp. 2-6. 
43 Armstrong (2010), p. 15. On Horace’s biographical background see also Williams (1995) and Gowers 
(2012). On his ascent in Roman society in particular, see especially Mayer (1995). 
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have included friends and detractors from all across the social spectrum. For example, as 
Mayer points out, both Vergil and Varius were alive when Sermones 1.6 was published 
and could have corroborated Horace’s account of his introduction to Maecenas.44 It is 
likely, therefore, that they would have held him accountable for any egregious 
misrepresentations of his life or his circle.  
Scholars such as Highet, Oliensis, Lyne, and McNeill take another approach that 
seems to bridge the two sides of the debate.45 They view the poet’s masks as legitimate 
aspects of his identity. As I do, they regard Horace’s poetry as a medium of performance, 
and therefore recognize his personae as part and parcel of his public image. Highet 
remarks, “The pose of naiveté and ignorance of diplomatic affairs which Horace adopts 
in his Sermones may perhaps be a persona: but not a persona to be separated and 
distinguished from Q. Horatius Flaccus. It is a pose: it is one of the faces which the real 
Horace wishes to present to the world.”46 Oliensis expands on this idea, asserting, “It is 
because Horace’s poetry is itself a performance venue that I make no clear, hard-and-fast 
distinction between the author and the character ‘Horace.’ Horace is present in his 
personae, that is, not because these personae are authentic and accurate impressions of 
his true self, but because they effectively construct that self… [there is a] de facto fusion 
                                                        
44 Mayer (1995), p. 281. 
45 Highet (1974); Oliensis (1998); Lyne (1995); McNeill (2001). Rudd (1976), on the other hand, seems 
willing to renounce the debate all together. Rudd says: “Of all ancient poets Horace shows most clearly 
the limitations of the persona-theory – at least in its more dogmatic form. And so I will [argue that] with 
him there is sometimes no point in assuming the presence of a mask, that at other times a mask is too 
crude a concept to assist our appreciation of a poem, and that when Horace does use personae (and he 
undoubtedly does) these do not necessarily prevent us from drawing valid conclusions about his views 
and character,” p. 176. 
46 Highet (1974), p. 334. 
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of mask and self.”47 McNeill’s approach likewise attempts to mediate between persona 
theory and biographical modes of literary criticism. He observes, “When we encounter 
Horace in his works, we do not gaze directly on his actual face, nor are we looking at a 
wholly artificial mask whose features have been identified with him. Instead, we see the 
real Horace - obliquely, through the polished lens of his poetry, as one would see a 
reflection in the mirror. In scrutinizing this reflected image, we may be able to catch 
fleeting but direct glimpses of the poet and, over his shoulder, the character and features 
of his long-vanished world.”48 
My own interpretation of Horace’s personae closely corresponds to that of 
McNeill. I agree that while Horace’s poetic self-portraits are indeed works of fiction, they 
nonetheless contribute to his very real public image. They are indelible features of the 
face that he presents to the extra-poetic world. I am inclined to believe that Horace does 
occasionally offer us a few “direct glimpses” of the man behind the mask as well as the 
society in which he lived. I find it convincing that Horace’s discriminating audiences 
would have kept him honest about the way he presented his life and his circle. As 
Armstrong remarks, “What we can verify about Horace’s life and times is essential to 
understanding his poetry, even the details of his upbringing, property, and status. All the 
first readers of Horace’s publications knew that even in the lyrics he would not have 
fictionalized his claims to status as an ex-military officer, a Roman knight, a scribe of the 
treasury, a iudex selectus …Horace would have been vulnerable to ridicule (and 
                                                        
47 Oliensis (1998), pp. 1-2. 
48 McNeill (2001), p. 9. 
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prosecution in court) if he misrepresented his status in Rome.”49 Moreover, satire is the 
stuff of contemporary culture. Some grounding in reality is a big part of what makes it 
relevant and meaningful to its audience. For these reasons, I agree with scholars like 
McNeill, Highet, Lyne and Oliensis, who recognize that some strong correlation must 
have existed between Horace’s poetic personae and his extra-poetic life. 
These critics also regard Horace’s masks as instruments of social performance. 
They interpret them as mouthpieces through which Horace can speak to and address the 
concerns of various “rings of audience.”50 McNeill neatly summarizes this point as 
follows:  
“Horace as he appears is a carefully developed characterization, representing solely those aspects 
of a projected personality that he wanted us to see and believe in, in a variety of specific contexts. 
This is perhaps not so unusual; to some degree we all consciously or unconsciously monitor the 
way we come across in our interactions with those around us, as we manage our words and actions 
to suit our personal circumstances. But Horace directs every aspect of this process with a 
remarkable facility that is almost unique among ancient poets. The Horaces of Horace are 
personae, as Highet suggests; yet the poet focuses attention not on their self-contained existence 
as separate characters but rather on the social settings and relationship within which they are 
presented. He does more than shape the way he presents himself; he shapes the way others 
(including ourselves) respond to these self-presentations by tailoring his remarks and addresses to 
the specific interests, tastes, and expectations of a surprisingly wide array of readers and 
audiences.”51 
 
My reading of the Sermones and Epistles expands on this idea, revealing how 
Horace employs the language of the stage to call attention to and comment upon his self-                                                        
49 Armstrong (2010), pp. 10-12. 
50 McNeill (2001) identifies five “rings of audience” that Horace wrote for, including: (1) Maecenas, “sole 
occupant of the innermost ring”; (2) “personal friends, men of quality whose taste and literary judgments 
[Horace] trusts”; (3) “members of the apex of Roman society – senators and equites whom Horace often 
would have known through Maecenas”; (4) “men outside the social and political elite of Rome, who 
nevertheless hold some hope of gaining entry – social climbers hoping to follow Horace’s path from 
obscurity into prominence and more than ready to scrape acquaintance with Horace himself in order to do 
so”; and (5) “literate outsiders – impoverished grammatici, Greek poetasters without contacts among the 
Roman upper classes, and other undifferentiated potential readers who have no contact with the poet and 
no hopes of advancing in his society but who read and respond to his poetry all the same,” p. 38. See also 
Citroni (1995). 
51 McNeill (2001), pp. 5-6. 
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presentation at the same time as he enacts it through his poetry. Taking the mask 
metaphor one step further, I illustrate how the poet draws upon a wide range of dramatic 
devices to reinforce the role-playing required of him by virtue of being Maecenas’ client. 
As such, Horace was constantly performing for audiences that comprised colleagues, 
critics and everyone in between. He had to adopt a multiplicity of personae in order to 
uphold the mores of Maecenas’ circle, defend his right to be there, and at the same time, 
maintain some semblance of privacy beyond the scope of his public image. I argue that 
the poet alludes to this fact by repeatedly casting his social role in an expressly theatrical 
light. In this way, he concretizes the idea of social performance by formulating it in terms 
of dramatic performance. 
 
Implications of the Theatrical Metaphor 
By effectively characterizing the client as an actor, Horace further problematizes 
his depiction of this complex social role and, by extension, his own poetic self-portrait. 
He willingly takes on the negative implications associated with actors and acting.52 As 
scholars like Frank, Edwards, Parker, Dugan, and Duncan observe, theater-folk were 
generally held in very low esteem in Horace’s Rome and characterized by infamia.53 
Edwards remarks, “Acting was incompatible with honestas, ‘honour’, and dignitas, 
                                                        
52 Keane (2006) remarks that, “it immediately becomes clear that drama provides more than just “masks” 
for the poets. The dramatic analogy for satire emphasizes the latter genre’s critical function, its placement 
of subjects before the community with the poet posing alternately as dramatist, performer, and spectator. 
The satirists seem intrigued by the operation of theater because it engages participants both emotionally 
and cognitively, it encourages critique and self-critique from viewers, and it stratifies society on stage 
and in the audience. Satiric gestures to drama also reveal the satirists’ willingness to take on the negative 
associations of their chosen social analogues. Roman prejudices are bound to be aroused by a satirist 
figure who puts himself on a metaphorical stage or excitedly witness society’s ‘shows,’” pp. 10-11. 
53 Frank (1931); Edwards (1993); Parker (1999); Dugan (2005); Duncan (2006). 
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‘social standing,’ the qualities which were supposed to mark out those of senatorial and 
equestrian status above all. Moralists characterized the theatre as a storehouse of 
obscenity, a place where lust, laughter and political subversion were incited in almost 
equal measures. Actors were viewed as base persons, of ambiguous and venal sexuality, 
whose words could not be trusted.”54 Duncan expands: “prostitutes and actors were seen 
as analogous or equivalent low-Others from the point of view of the ideal Roman 
subject… Neither the prostitute nor the actor had any place in the high-stakes aristocratic 
game of politics and power, where it was of the utmost concern that a man’s appearance 
as a public speaker should match his gestures, his words, and his conduct.”55 Yet oratory 
and its attending self-presentation were a basic part of life for public figures. Parker notes 
that they therefore made every effort to distinguish themselves from actors: “The 
similarities between the two classes – actors, who are infames, and orators, who above all 
ought to have fama – was a common paradox in the Roman mind, a source of potential 
insult and anxiety. Cicero and Quintilian repeatedly warn about the dangers of 
resembling an actor. It was a warning to be taken seriously.”56 The solution to this 
paradox, Parker posits, was for an elite Roman to “always to be in control of his self-
presentation and reception, to make himself subject to none but self-presentation. To cut a 
                                                        
54 Edwards (1993), p. 99. 
55 Duncan (2006), p. 159. 
56 Parker (1999), p. 167. “On the similarities between public political figures and actors: Cic. De or. I.128, 
3.214. Warnings: Cic. Off. I.129-130; Cic. De or. 3.220; Quint, 1.8.3, I.II.I-3, I.II.I2, 6.3.29, 6.3.47; [Cic.] 
Heren. 3.24, 3.36. See Dupont 1985, 31-34; Fritz Graf, “Gestures and Conventions: The Gestures of 
Roman Actors and Orators,” in A Cultural History of Gesture from Antiquity to the Present Day, ed. Jan 
Bremmer and Herman Roodenburg (Oxford, 1991), 39, 48; Edwards 1994, 85. Amy Richlin, “Gender 
and Rhetoric: Producing Manhood in Schools, in Roman Eloquence: Rhetoric in Society and Literature, 




fine figure, far bella figura, was no less an ancient than a modern Roman necessity.”57 
Parker’s observations are particularly applicable to Horace’s situation. At the same time 
as Horace underscores the fact that performance is an inevitable part of his life as a client, 
he effectively demonstrates that he is in control of his self-presentation. At every moment 
in his poetry, he is the author of his own image. 
Another issue that Horace raises by introducing the theatrical metaphor is that of 
sincerity in the client’s social performance. The patron-client relationship was at its root 
an amicitia and, as such, it was (ideally) supposed to rest on honesty and trust. As Rudd 
observes, “According to Cicero the first requirement of friendship is that there should be 
no feigning or insincerity – ne quid fictum sit neve simulatum [De Amicitia 65].”58 This 
idea was frequently articulated in ancient literary meditations on friendship, including 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (especially 4.1126b11-22), Theophrastus’s Περὶ φιλίας, 
Cicero’s De Amicitia (especially 89-100), Plutarch’s Moralia (especially 48e-74e), and 
Philodemus’s On Flattery. By characterizing the client as an actor, Horace calls into 
question the sincerity of and motivations behind his behavior. He comes dangerously 
close to identifying him with a flatterer, a stereotype that the ancient sources unanimously 
recognize as the antithesis of a true friend. One of the distinguishing characteristics of a 
flatterer, according to Plutarch, is proteanism. This figure regularly transforms himself in 
order appeal to – and ultimately exploit – his target: 
“But the flatterer having no fixed character of his own, and not seeking to lead the life suitable for 
 him, but shaping and modelling himself after another's pattern, is neither simple nor uniform, but                                                         
57 Parker (1999), p. 168. 
58 Rudd (1976), p. 146. He also cites the following ancient examples as evidence that sincerity was highly 
valued in friendship: Ennius, Trag. W.7-9; Horace, Sat. 1.3.62; Seneca, Epist. 24.19; Plutarch’s essay on 
how to tell a friend from a flatterer; Terence’s Eunuchus, 175; Catullus 109.3-4. 
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 complex and unstable, assuming different appearances, like water poured from vessel to vessel, 
 ever in a state of flux and accommodating himself entirely to the fashion of those who entertain 
 him.”        (Moralia 7, transl. A. R. Shilleto) 
 
At the same time, both Aristotle and Cicero agree that a good friend should modulate his 
behavior to some extent. They assert that an amicus should strike the right balance 
between obsequium and libertas. In the fourth book of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle 
states:  
“In gatherings of men, in social life and in the interchange of words and deeds, some men are 
 thought to be obsequious (ἄρεσκοι), viz. those who give pleasure praise everything and never 
 oppose, but think it their duty to ‘give no pain to the people they meet’; while those who, on the 
 contrary, oppose everything and care not a whit about giving pain are called churlish and  
 contentious (δύσκολοι καὶ δυσέριδες). That the states we have named are culpable is plain 
 enough, and that the middle state is laudable – that in virtue of which a man will put up with,  
 and will resent, the right things and in the right way; but no name has been assigned to it, though it 
 most resembles friendship (φιλία). For the man who corresponds to this middle state is very 
 much what, with affection (τὸ στέργειν) added, we call a good friend”  
(EN 4.1126b11-22, trans. W. D. Ross) 
 
In De Amicitia 66, Cicero reiterates Aristotle’s point and adds, “To this should be added a 
certain affability of speech and manner, which gives no mean flavour to friendship. 
While unvarying seriousness and gravity are indeed impressive, yet friendship ought to 
be more unrestrained, genial, and agreeable, and more inclined to be wholly courteous 
and urbane.”59 Both authors seem to suggest, therefore, that some degree of social 
performance was advisable, as long as it reflected genuine fides and amicitia.  
Horace frequently addresses this delicate issue in his poetic depictions of the 
patron-client relationship. Throughout his work, he attempts to negotiate between the 
often-conflicting demands of being a dutiful client, on the one hand, and maintaining a 
sense of independence, on the other. As we will see in Sermones 1.9, 2.5, and 2.7 and 
Epistles 1.17 and 1.18, Horace repeatedly hints at or explicitly comments upon his own                                                         
59 Translated by Falconer (1923), p. 177. 
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experience with this dilemma. He uses his poetry to shape his self-defense with regard to 
it. The theatrical metaphor enables him to address criticism labeling him an actor and 
impugning the honorable nature of his friendship with Maecenas. In this way, Horace 
simultaneously confronts this criticism and demonstrates proper modes of performance 
by means of his poetry. 
 
The Plan of the Work 
Chapter 1 presents a close reading of Sermones 1.9, Horace’s famous encounter 
with a pest seeking an introduction to Maecenas. The poem is so full of theatrical 
elements that scholars regularly describe it as a mini-drama. I propose a new 
interpretation of the poem’s theatrical components. I argue that Horace incorporates these 
dramatic devices in order to underscore – and ultimately undermine – the pest’s main 
assumption about him, namely that he is merely “playing a part” and that his devotion to 
Maecenas is all an act. I reveal how Horace uses the language of the stage to reinforce the 
pest’s perception of him as an actor, and how he reclaims the theatrical material, 
reinterpreting it in order to defend both his reputation and his amicitia with his patron. 
Chapter 2 examines Sermones 2.5, the famous dialogue between Tiresias and 
Ulysses on the subject of inheritance hunting (captatio). In this poem, Horace uses the 
language of the stage to satirize this phenomenon and, by extension, the patron-client 
relationship. I argue that Tiresias advises Ulysses, above all else, to develop his acting 
skills in order to successfully ensnare a patron. The prophet prescribes and performs the 
role of the “ideal client” for the hero, the satire’s internal audience. At the same time, 
Horace presents his external audience with an exaggerated caricature of a client, based on 
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a role that he himself actually played in the extrapoetic world. In this way, Horace uses 
theater to confront the stereotypes associated with this figure and include himself in the 
joke. He is able to address and diffuse the criticism that he likely received based on his 
close relationship with Maecenas. 
Chapter 3 explores Sermones 2.7, in which Horace’s slave Davus accuses him of 
proteanism when it comes to Maecenas. This poem presents one of Horace’s most 
complex and nuanced self-portraits. He is both a principal player in and the primary 
subject of the sermo. Davus, a comedic stock character himself, compares Horace to 
other stock characters, notably the servus, in order to highlight the theatricality of his 
behavior. The poet thus reflects and refracts his self-image through a variety of mirrors, 
effectively demonstrating the very proteanism of which he stands accused. I argue that 
this is all a part of the poet’s rhetorical self-defense.  
Chapter 4 presents comparanda from Horace’s Epistles 1.17 and 1.18. I 
demonstrate how Horace once again uses an array of dramatic devices to shape his advice 
to two novice clients about how to behave in a patron-client relationship. With the voice 
of experience, Horace sets out detailed instructions for being a good client and a good 
friend to “greater men.” The key, he emphasizes again and again, is to strike the right 
balance between obsequium and libertas. He highlights the theatrical implications of this 
advice in two ways. First, he explicitly instructs his addressees to adapt their behavior 
according to their patrons’ dispositions. Secondly, he cultivates the poems’ salient 
theatrical undertones – just as he did in Sermones 1.9, 2.5, and 2.7 – by integrating an 
assortment of dramatic elements, including ethopoeia, dramaturgical diction, stock 
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characters, and expressly theatrical metaphors. In this way, Horace continues to highlight 





The Role of the Client in Sermones 1.9: The Actor  
Introduction 
In Sermones 1.9, Horace re-enacts a memorable encounter with a particularly 
persistent pest.1 The pest assumes that he and Horace are birds of a feather, fellow 
poetasters who share the same dubious aesthetic and moral values. He aspires to take 
advantage of Maecenas in the same way he imagines that Horace is doing. The pest both 
voices and personifies the kind of criticism that Horace received – or would have us 
believe that he received – in the extrapoetic world. One of his main assumptions about 
Horace is that he is merely “playing a part” and that his devotion to Maecenas is all a 
self-serving act. In this chapter, I illustrate how the poet employs an array of dramatic 
devices in order to underscore – and ultimately undermine – this accusation. I reveal how 
Horace reclaims the theatrical material and reinterprets it in order to defend both his 
reputation and his amicitia with his patron. 
Scholars regularly describe this satire as “dramatic.” It comprises a number of 
salient theatrical elements including dialogue, stage directions, stock characters, and both 
dramatic and dramaturgical diction. Fraenkel, Rudd, and Brown, along with many others, 
approach the poem as a miniature drama, dividing the action into scenes.2 They primarily 
                                                        
* All Latin quotations come from the OCT edition of Horace’s Opera by Wickham and Garrod (1901). The 
translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 I am adopting Rudd’s (1966) nomenclature: “[This figure] has been variously described as ‘an impertinent 
fellow’, ‘a forward coxcomb’, and (more recently) ‘a bore’. There is in fact no word which will include 
the garrulity, the conceit, the persistence, and the crass insensitivity of this social climber. Since, however, 
in the poem he is of equal importance with Horace himself, it is convenient to have some name for him; 
and so I shall call him ‘the pest’,” p. 74. 
2 Rudd (1961), pp. 80-81; Rudd (1966), p. 75; Fraenkel (1957), p. 114; Brown (1993), p. 175. 
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focus on the ways in which the theatrical elements contribute to the poem’s liveliness and 
humor. Fraenkel remarks, “It is, besides the wealth of delightful detail, the truly dramatic 
structure of the whole that gives this satire its unique charm.”3 Oliensis, McNeill, and 
Henderson, among others, view the poem as a platform of performance, as I do.4 They 
observe how Horace conscientiously constructs his public image by setting himself up in 
opposition to the pest. Henderson, in particular, takes a similar approach to the sermo, 
treating it as a social document and studying it for information about the code of conduct 
expected of a member of Maecenas’ circle. He observes that throughout the first book of 
satires, but especially in Sermones 1.9, “Horace models for the (poet-)friend of the great 
and self-comments on this modeling.”5 Building on Henderson’s observations, I argue 
that Horace intentionally employs theatrical material here as distinct signposts of this 
modeling and commentary. Previous scholarship seems not to have made the connection 
between the poem’s theatrical infrastructure and its theatrical implications. My reading of 
the sermo directly links the two, providing new evidence to substantiate the idea that the 
poet is simultaneously performing by means of the poem and commenting on that 
performance. In this way, Horace is able to clear up misconceptions about the kind of 
performance involved in the patron-client relationship. He distinguishes his own code of 





3 Fraenkel (1957), p. 114. 
4 Oliensis (1998), especially pp. 36-39; McNeill (2001), especially pp. 15-17; and Henderson (1993). 
5 Henderson (1993), p. 81. 
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Overview of Sermones 1.9 
 
Most scholars agree that the satire is dramatic in form. Even the ancient 
commentator Porphyrio remarks on the dramatic character of the piece (ad Satires 1.9.1: 
Et totum hunc sermonem dramatico charactere alterno sermone variat). The action of the 
mini-drama can be divided into three basic scenes or movements (1-21, 21-43, 43-74), 
followed by the dénouement (74-78). Each movement depicts the poet trying – and 
failing – again and again to escape from the pest, until he is miraculously saved through 
“divine intervention.” 
The scene is set on the Via Sacra in Rome. Horace is out and about, enjoying his 
customary constitutional when an unnamed fellow runs up to him and interrupts his 
peaceful ruminations (1-3). They exchange small talk (4-5) and Horace goes on his way. 
The fellow follows him. Horace asks if there is anything else he wants, hoping he will say 
no (6).6 At this point, the pest reveals his true colors. He launches into an aggressive 
campaign of self-promotion, attempting to buddy up to Horace. He informs the poet that 
he should get to know him, that he is a learned fellow (7). Horace politely attempts to 
extricate himself from the situation; he tries to bring the conversation to a cordial close 
and create physical distance between them (7-11). The pest recognizes that Horace wants 
to be rid of him, but willfully ignores this fact and pledges to pursue him all the same 
(14-16). The first movement of this mini-drama (1-21) ends with a comic caricature of 
the defeated poet being likened to a disgruntled donkey (20-21). 
                                                        
6 On this conventional formula of leave-taking, “Num quid vis?,” Cf. Hough (1945). 
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Having commanded Horace’s attention, the pest now makes his case. He wants to 
be the poet’s friend and proceeds to catalogue his qualifications for the position (21-22). 
He boasts that no one can write more verses more quickly than he can, nor perform them 
with more skill (23-25). Horace makes another attempt to escape, inquiring whether the 
pest has any friends or family who might be looking for him. The pest dismisses this 
comment by casually remarking that he has buried them all (26-28). With a melodramatic 
flourish, the poet recalls a childhood prophecy that predicted his own death by chatterbox 
(29-34). The pest suddenly realizes that he is due to appear in court at that moment. He 
deliberates between abandoning Horace or his case (35-41). Horace eagerly volunteers to 
be abandoned (41), but the pest rejects this suggestion. He forges onward, leading the 
way for Horace. The second movement of the mini-drama (21-43) ends with the poet 
surrendering and falling into step with the pest. 
It is in the third movement of the poem (43-74) that the pest finally gets to the 
heart of matter. He interrogates Horace directly about his relationship with Maecenas, 
remarking on how selective Maecenas is about the company he keeps and complimenting 
Horace on how shrewdly he has exploited his good fortune (43-45). The pest explicitly 
asks the poet to introduce him to his patron. In exchange for this favor, he offers to help 
Horace take down the other members of the group in order to dominate it himself (45-48). 
Horace is quick to defend his patron, his friends, and life in their circle. He insists that 
there is no antagonism between any of them, that they are honorable men and every one 
has his place (48-52). The pest initially scoffs at the poet’s description of their 
camaraderie. When Horace assures him that it is true, the pest expresses escalating 
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eagerness to join their club. He vows to do everything in his power to gain access to 
Maecenas, from bribing his slaves to accosting him on the streets (53-60). Just then, they 
run into Horace’s friend Aristius Fuscus, who knows the pest well (60-62). Horace 
signals his friend to come to his rescue (62-65), but Fuscus only laughs and pretends not 
to understand (65-74). The poet laments his fate, once again, and curses his friend for 
forsaking him (74). 
The dénouement occurs when they happen to cross paths with the pest’s legal 
opponent (74-78). Much to Horace’s delight, this fellow loudly berates the pest and drags 
him away to court. The poet attributes his salvation to Apollo, and the mini-drama arrives 
at a happy ending. 
  
Dramatic Devices in Sermones 1.9 
Horace employs numerous theatrical apparatuses to tell this satiric tale. In 
particular, he incorporates dramatic dialogue, dramaturgical cues, and a cast of comedic 
stock characters. In the following sections, I will illustrate how the poet activates these 
elements in order to call attention to criticism labeling him an actor and impugning his 
amicitia with Maecenas. I argue that he draws upon these dramatic devices to create a 
rich theatrical atmosphere in which to contextualize this criticism as well as his self-






While the poem is framed as a first-person narrative, most of the story is actually 
conveyed through dramatic dialogue.7 This format enables Horace to play a variety of 
roles. As the narrator, he sets the scene for us and provides running commentary on the 
events as they unfold. As a protagonist, he participates in the action first-hand. 
Furthermore, as the poet behind the words of the other characters, he essentially performs 
all the parts – in one form or another – from the pest to his good friend Aristius Fuscus.8 
In this way, Horace uses the embedded dialogue structure to narrate, enact, and interpret 
the mini-drama, simultaneously negotiating multiple points of view.  
The opening of the poem, “I happened to be walking” (Ibam forte, 1), sounds a 
familiar strain of storytelling also found in the fragments of Lucilius (i.e. “ibat forte 
domum” [W. 258] and “ibat forte aries” [W. 559]).9 A breezy kind of “once upon a time,” 
this turn of phrase establishes a casual tone appropriate to the nugae, which Horace is 
contemplating at that moment (nescio quid meditans nugarum, totus in illis, 2).10 With 
these words, the poet fashions a humble, easy-going persona for himself as the narrator. 
He continues to cultivate this affable attitude by confiding in the audience, sharing often 
                                                        
7 Cf. Catullus 10, which provides a compelling lyric analogy in form and subject matter. In both poems, the 
poet is accosted by an increasingly vexing figure, while he is out and about in the streets of Rome. 
Catullus 10 is also designed as a first-person narrative, which incorporates ample dramatic dialogue. 
Catullus’s dialogue with his pest similarly exposes the play-acting of the poet, who defends himself as a 
mere peon in the entourage of Memmius in Bithynia. Cf. Skinner (1989) and Freudenburg (1993), pp. 
210-211. 
8 Henderson (1993) observes, “[Sermones] 1.9 is a fundamentally solo performance by its narrator, whose 
double mediation ventriloquizes both his characters and his own narration. He shows their actions, 
supplies their thoughts, glosses the ensemble; he profiles his own performance, enacts his own focalizing 
intellection, and glosses the ensemble,” p. 78. 
9 Cf. Rudd (1966), pp. 76-77. 
10 Cf. the opening to Catullus 10, “Varus me meus ad suos amores/ visum duxerat e foro otiosum…,” which 
has a similar effect. 
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self-effacing information with us (just between friends) and letting us in on what he is 
actually thinking during a scene. One minute, Horace politely engages the pest in 
pleasantries. The next, he reveals to the audience how desperate he is to escape (‘noris 
nos’ inquit; ‘docti sumus.’ hic ego ‘pluris/ hoc’ inquam ‘mihi eris.’ misere discedere 
quaerens/ ire modo ocius, interdum consistere, in aurem/ dicere nescio quid puero, cum 
sudor ad imos/ manaret talos, 7-11). He connects with the audience by allowing us to see 
the man behind the mask. 
Horace’s running commentary effectively functions as a series of dramatic asides. 
A common convention of Roman comedy, the aside enables characters to break down the 
so-called “fourth wall” and communicate directly with the audience about the action of 
the play. As Slater observes: 
“The aside is fully as powerful a confrontation with the audience as the soliloquy, but with the  
 added dimension of shaping our view of a scene of dialogue… the aside is often regarded as a 
 convention designed as a means of revealing the inner thoughts of a character in a situation; in 
 fact, this is merely the simplest and most obvious use of the aside… The aside [also] links player 
 to audience through the ability to share a joke or a position of superior knowledge… The player 
 speaking the aside and the audience become allies in the fight against whatever enemy has 
 currently taken the stage against them.”11 
 
In the case of Sermones 1.9, Horace and the audience become allies in the fight against 
the pest. The poet grants us access to his inner thoughts, encouraging us to side with him 
and join him in rolling our eyes at the pest’s outrageous behavior.  
 At the same time, these asides are also artifacts of the poet’s self-presentation. On 
the one hand, they create the illusion that we are accessing his inner thoughts. On the 
other hand, those “inner thoughts” (made outer) further contribute to his poetic persona. 
Horace thus uses asides as a means of scripting sincerity.                                                         
11 Slater (1985), pp. 158-159. 
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 In addition to first-person narrative, Horace employs ample dramatic dialogue to 
shape this satire. In fact, the majority of the story is told through dramatic dialogue; fifty-
three of the poem’s seventy-eight lines contain dialogue. The stretches of dialogue grow 
longer and longer with each movement of the mini-drama: In the first movement (1-21), 
twelve of the twenty-one lines contain dialogue; in the second movement (21-43), fifteen 
of the twenty-two lines contain dialogue; and in the third movement (43-74), twenty-four 
of the thirty-one lines contain dialogue, with seventeen of these lines uninterrupted by 
any commentary or narrative description (44-60). Even the dénouement (74-78) contains 
dialogue in two of its five lines. The poet is clearly interested in exploring the rhetorical 
potential of this dramatic form. I suggest that Horace employs all this dialogue in order to 
establish a theatrical context in which to discuss a theatrical subject. The architecture of 
the poem, then, reinforces one of its main themes, namely the intrinsic role that 
theatricality plays in the poet’s life. 
 Horace not only narrates this mini-drama, but he also stars in it. As the satire’s 
protagonist, he engages in dramatic dialogue with the pest, the satire’s antagonist.12 Their 
lively banter is infused with comedic diction, echoing the words of Roman playwrights 
such as Plautus and Terence. For example, the combination of “accurit” and “arrepta” 
also appears in Plautus’ Menaechmi when the slave Messenio explains to his master 
Menaechmus how he rushed in and snatched him away from a band of ruffians by force 
                                                        
12 Fraenkel (1957) observes that Horace clearly plays the lead role in this mini-drama, while the pest is a 
secondary character (δευτεραγωνιστής). This hierarchy is reinforced by the fact that Horace gets the first 
and last word in the poem: “Ibam forte… and sic me servavit Apollo: ‘I’ and ‘me,’” p. 113. 
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(ego accurro teque eripio vi, 1054).13 By using the same words to describe the pest’s 
initial ambush (3-4), Horace imbues the satire with the physicality and the energy of the 
comedic scenario. When the pest first addresses Horace in line 3, his use of the garishly 
superlative dulcissime rerum strikes a comedic note as well. Damon rightly correlates this 
language to “the familiarities broached by the captator in Sat. 2.5.32-33 and the scenes of 
accosting in comedy (e.g. Plautus’ Captivi 478-86, Curculio 337-38 and Stichus 218-
24).”14 It firmly locates the pest in a tradition of comic language and conduct. Misere (14) 
is another example of diction appropriated from the comedic stage. This word frequently 
appears in comedies, where it is mainly used to add a heightened, even exaggerated, 
sense of drama to a character’s situation.15 The word cerebrum (cerebri, 11) is likewise 
used here as it is in Plautus’ Poenulus (at line 770), to convey a sense of “wrath” and 
create comic hyperbole.16 Furthermore, the word garrio (garriret, 13), which Horace uses 
to describe the pest’s incessant banter, also pops up in numerous comedies.17 This attests 
to the fact that the figure of the chatterbox is equally at home on the comic stage and in 
the world of satire. 
                                                        
13 OLD, “accurro” (1), “to run or hurry up to.” The word is regulary used in other genres, as well as 
comedy.  
14 Damon (1997), n. 53, p. 122. 
15 OLD, “misere” (1 and 2), “wretchedly,” “pitifully badly,”  “desperately, to distraction.” Cf. Plautus’s 
Asinaria (at line 121), Aulularia (at lines 14, 315, 721, and 731), Bacchides (at lines 934 and 936), 
Cistellaria (at lines 131 and 689), Curculio (at line 188), Mostellaria (at line 985), Pseudolus (at lines 13 
and 17), and Truculentus (at line 565) as well as Terence’s Andria (at line 520), Heauton Timorumenos 
(at lines 190, 365, and 649), Eunuchus (at lines 68 and 412), Adelphoe (at lines 522, 667, and 698) 
16 OLD, “cerebrum” (3b), “the seat of anger; (hence) anger, wrath.” 
17 OLD, “garrio” (1), “to talk rapidly, chatter, jabber,” “to talk nonsense.” Cf. Plautus’ Aulularia (at line 
830) and Captivi (at line 614), as well as Terence’s Eunuchus (at line 378) and Phormio (at line 496). 
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 Lejay, Rudd, and Brown, among others, have identified long lists of colloquial 
expressions in the poem that derive from comedy.18 Rudd observes,“Such phrases 
delineate character like the strokes of a cartoonist’s pencil.”19 By putting this overtly 
comedic language into his characters’ mouths, Horace constructs their conversation as a 
dramatic dialogue and closely associates them with characters of the stage. 
 I would like to highlight two additional words, which may in fact further 
contribute to the poem’s theatrical undertones. In addition to being a buzzword of the 
neoteric and Augustan aesthetic, the word nugae (nugarum, 2) also seems to have had 
some theatrical connotations.20 In Epistles 1.19, when Horace talks about reciting his 
poems in the theater, he refers to them as nugae (‘spissis indigna theatris/ scripta pudet 
recitare et nugis addere pondus,’ Ep. 1.19.41–2). Horace also uses the word in the Ars 
Poetica to describe the kind of colloquial speech that is most pleasing to an audience and 
most appropriate for a play: 
I will advise the learned imitator [i.e. playwright] to refer to the model of life and manners 
and to draw from these living voices. Now and then, a story that has spectacular passages  
and is endowed with distinctive, well-sketched characters (although lacking in charm, weight,  
and art) pleases people more intensely and holds their attention better than verses lacking in ideas 




18 Cf. Lejay (1911), pp. 233-249; Rudd (1966), pp. 77-78; Brown (1993), pp. 176-182. Rudd (1966), in 
particular, calls attention to the following terms: “v. 5 – suaviter (nicely), ut nunc est (at the moment), 
cupio omnia quae vis (I wish you all the best); v. 6 – numquid est (nothing else, is there?); v. 38 – 
inteream (confound me); v. 41 – sodes (please); [and] v. 53 – sic habet (that’s the way it is) … v. 4 – quid 
agis dulcissime rerum (how are things, my dear fellow?); v. 38 – si me amas (be a pal); v. 43 – quomodo 
tecum (how do you find him?); v. 47 – hunc hominem (yours truly), dispeream (damn me); v. 52 – 
magnum narras (a tall story),” pp. 77-78. 
19 Rudd (1966), pp. 77-78. 
20 OLD, “nugae” (3),  “things not serious, frivolities.” The word is associated with mimes at CIL. 1.1861: 
Suavis mimus Protogenes ‘plourima que(i) fecit populo soueis gaudia nuge(i)s.” Cf. Panayotakis (2010), 
pp. 24-25, and Cicu (1988), pp. 37-45. Cicu (1988) examines the word in detail, and he equates the Latin 
nugae with the Greek παίγνιον to refer to a theater piece involving music, dance, and comic activities. 
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respicere exemplar vitae morumque iubebo 
doctum imitatorem et vivas hinc ducere voces. 
interdum speciosa locis morataque recte 
fabula nullius veneris, sine pondere et arte, 
valdius oblectat populum meliusque moratur 
quam versus inopes rerum nugaeque canorae (lines 317-322). 
 
Horace follows his own advice about playwriting here, opening the mini-drama with the 
very sort of colloquial language that he endorses in the Ars Poetica. The word nugae, 
then, arguably foreshadows the theatrical elements of the satire that follows.  
 Additionally, the pest’s first line, “Quid agis, dulcissime rerum?” (3), may also 
have some hitherto unforeseen dramatic implications beyond its mere colloquial tone. 
While “quid agis” is a conversational expression simply meaning “how are things with 
you?,”21 the word ago also has dramaturgical connotations. The word can also mean “to 
act” or “take part in a play.”22 Horace himself uses the word in this way in the Ars 
Poetica at lines 82, 179, and 277. This may well be a pun on the part of the pest; it may 
be the first of many insinuations about Horace’s role-playing. 
 In addition to his own poetic persona, Horace performs several supporting roles 
in this mini-drama. Through ethopoeia, 23 he plays the parts of the pest, the old Sabine 
prophetess, Aristius Fuscus, and the pest’s opponent. He conveys their words and 
gestures, bringing these characters to life and shaping the audience’s impressions of them. 
We will examine their gestures in more detail in the following section of this chapter. For 
now, let us focus specifically on their dialogue.                                                         
21 OLD, “ago” (22d), “what is afoot,” “what is going on.”  
22 OLD,“ago” (25), “to stage or act (a play or an incident in a play); also, to take part in (a play).” 
23 The Oxford Encyclopedia of Rhetoric defines “ethopoeia” as “a textual unit, in which the individual 




 A stereotypical chatterbox (garrulus, 33; loquaces, 33), the pest has more lines 
than any other character, including Horace himself. The poet not only describes how this 
figure babbles away (quidlibet ille/ garriret, vicos, urbem laudaret, 12-13), but he 
demonstrates it as well, having the pest incessantly drone on about himself, his 
impressions of Horace, and his aspirations of joining Maecenas’s circle. The pest makes 
one fleeting attempt at propriety (quid agis, dulcissime rerum?, 4), then quickly cuts to 
the chase (both literally and figuratively). His candor sharply contrasts with Horace’s 
courtesy. He communicates clearly and directly, while the poet tries to take a more 
circuitous, diplomatic way out: 
 
 PEST: “You desperately desire to get away: I’ve seen this for some time now,” [he said.] 
  “But it’s no use: I will cling to you; I will follow wherever you’re going.” 
 
 HORACE:  “There is no need for you to stroll around with me: I’m going to visit someone you 
 don’t know; he lives across the Tiber a long way away, near the gardens of Caesar.”  
 
 PEST:  “I have nothing to do and I’m neither reluctant nor lazy: I will follow you all the 
 way.”  
 
 …‘misere cupis’ inquit ‘abire; 
 iamdudum video: sed nil agis; usque tenebo; 
 persequar hinc quo nunc iter est tibi.’ ‘nil opus est te 
 circumagi: quendam volo visere non tibi notum: 
 trans Tiberim longe cubat is, prope Caesaris hortos.’ 
 ‘nil habeo quod agam et non sum piger: usque sequar te’ (14-19).  
 
The pest picks up on Horace’s cues, but refuses to play by the same rules of civility. He 
holds Horace hostage by means of his manners. 
 Once he has worn him down, the pest pitches himself to Horace and outlines the 
ways in which (he imagines) they are compatible amici. He introduces these points with 
the utterly ironic interjection, “if I know myself well” or, as Brown translates it, “unless 
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I’m sadly mistaken”24 (‘si bene me novi,’ 22). This pronouncement betrays the pest’s 
conceit and ignorance, undercutting the content of the speech that follows. The pest 
predicts that Horace will come to value his friendship as much as that of Viscus and 
Varius, two men Horace much admires.25 He also attempts to relate to Horace by 
boasting about the speed and quantity of his poetic production, as well as the virtuosity of 
his delivery (non Viscum pluris amicum,/ non Varium facies : nam quis me scribere 
pluris/ aut citius possit versus? quis membra movere/ mollius? invideat quod et 
Hermogenes ego canto,’ 22-25). In performing this role, that is, in presenting this speech 
in the pest’s voice to his audience, the poet achieves a number of important rhetorical 
goals. First, he winks at Viscus and Varius and publicly recognizes them as his close 
friends.26 Then, he defines and affirms his own his poetic principles (diametrically 
opposed to those of the pest), namely that he values quantity over quality and the 
performance of a poem over the words themselves.27 The pest’s characterization of 
himself and, by extension, of Horace stands in sharp contrast to the persona that the poet 
                                                        
24 Brown (1993), p. 77. 
25 Horace mentions both of these men at Sermones 1.10.81-83, when he catalogues a list of friends, whose 
literary opinions he values highly. Also included in this list is Fuscus, who appears later in this poem at 
line 61. 
26 Rudd (1966) remarks, “this shows the very high place held by Viscus and Varius in the poet’s affections, 
and it must have given pleasure to the men concerned; the words, however, are not spoken by Horace but 
by the pest, and so their testimony is strengthened by appearing to come from an outside witness,” p. 82. 
27 See especially Sermones 1.4.12-16, where Horace expresses his disdain of the mass production of poetry. 
He criticizes Lucilius for engaging in the kind of poetic practices the pest describes: garrulus atque piger 
scribendi ferre laborem,/ scribendi recte: nam ut multum, nil moror. ecce/ Crispinus minimo me 
provocat: ‘accipe, si vis, / accipe iam tabulas; detur nobis locus, hora,/ custodes; videamus uter plus 
scribere possit’. See also Catullus 22.3-8, in which the poet mocks Suffenus for the quantity (and lack of 
quality) of his verses: idemque longe plurimos facit uersus./ puto esse ego illi milia aut decem aut plura/ 
perscripta, nec sic ut fit in palimpsesto/ relata: cartae regiae, noui libri,/ noui umbilici, lora rubra 
membranae,/ derecta plumbo et pumice omnia aequata. 
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develops throughout his work.28 Horace strives to represent himself as a meticulous artist, 
whose poetry requires a great deal of time and talent. In this way, he upholds and 
advances the neoteric and Augustan poetic aesthetic.29 By having the pest voice these 
anathematic assumptions about him, the poet reinforces just the opposite. 
 By the time the pest turns to the subject of Horace’s relationship with Maecenas 
(43-60), the poet has thoroughly discredited him. Horace has spent the first two 
movements of the mini-drama predisposing the audience to support him and to be 
suspicious of everything the pest says. In the third movement of the mini-drama – “the 
satiric hub of the poem”30 – the satire fully transforms into a script, complete with 
sustained stichomythic dialogue. Poet and pest banter back and forth about life in 
Maecenas’ circle for seventeen lines, without any narrative interruption.31 Their 
breathless, non-stop repartee contributes to the escalating sense of urgency on both sides: 
the pest is more and more eager to breach Maecenas’ circle, while Horace is more and 
more eager to defend it:  
 PEST: “How are things with Maecenas and you?,” [he demanded anew]. “He is a man of  
   few associates and very sound judgment. 32 No one has exploited his good fortune  
   more cunningly. You would have a great sidekick, who could play a supporting role,  
   if you wanted to introduce this guy. I’ll be damned, if you don’t depose everyone!”                                                         
28 See especially Sermones 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, and 2.6.  
29 Cf. Sermones 1.10.9-14: est brevitate opus, ut currat sentential, neu se/ impediat verbis lassas 
onerantibus auris;/ et sermone opus est modo tristi, saepe iocoso,/ defendente vicem modo rhetoris atque 
poetae,/ interdum urbani, parcentis viribus atque/ extenuantis eas consulto. On the connections between 
Horace and the neoteric aesthetic, see Freudenburg (1993), especially pp. 163-173. 
30 Brown (1993), p. 179. He posits that the term “hinc repetit” suggests that this was the pest’s main 
objective all along. 
31 Henderson (1993) observes, “The two voices intertwine and even run together, especially in a text with 
neither modern punctuation nor speech-marks: apportioning lines in 44-5 is an ancient crux. [The pest] is 
now taking the lead (praecedere coepit) and at once gets to the point, the name he homes in on beyond 
Horace (tecum), his own ‘ille’ (53), name-ly Maecenas,” p. 74. 
32 Cf. Sermones 1.6.49-52:  dissimile hoc illi est; quia non, ut forsit honorem/ iure mihi invideat quivis, ita 
te quoque amicum,/ praesertim cautum dignos adsumere, prava/ ambitione procul; 1.6.62-64: magnum 




 HORACE:  “We don’t live there in the way that you imagine. No house is purer or farther 
   removed from that wickedness; I tell you, it does not concern me if someone is richer 
   or more learned; every individual has his own place.” 
 
 PEST:  “You’re telling a tall tale that’s hard to believe.” 
 
 HORACE:  “And yet that’s how it is.” 
  
 PEST:  “You’re inflaming my desire to get even closer to him.”  
 
 HORACE: “You only have to wish it and you’ll overcome him, such is your fortitude: he is  
  susceptible to being conquered. For this reason he makes first encounters difficult.” 
 
 PEST:  “I will not fail myself: I will bribe his slaves with presents; if I’m shut out today, I 
will not desist; I will find the right times; I will cross paths with him in the streets; 
I’ll be his escort. Nothing is given to mortals in life without great labor.” 
 
 …‘Maecenas quomodo tecum?’ 
 hinc repetit: ‘paucorum hominum et mentis bene sanae; 
 nemo dexterius fortuna est usus. haberes  
 magnum adiutorem, posset qui ferre secundas, 
 hunc hominem velles si tradere: dispeream, ni 
 summosses omnis.’ ‘non isto vivimus illic  
 quo tu rere, modo; domus hac nec purior ulla est  
 nec magis his aliena malis; nil mi officit’ inquam  
 ‘ditior hic aut est quia doctior; est locus uni 
 cuique suus.’ ‘magnum narras, vix credibile.’ ‘atqui 
 sic habet.’ ‘accendis, quare cupiam magis illi 
 proximus esse.’ ‘velis tantummodo, quae tua virtus, 
 expugnabis; et est qui vinci possit eoque  
 difficilis aditus primos habet.’ ‘haud mihi deero: 
 muneribus servos corrumpam; non, hodie si 
 exclusus fuero, desistam; tempora quaeram; 
 occurram in triviis; deducam. nil sine magno 
 vita labore dedit mortalibus...’ (43-60) 
 
 It is in this central scene that the pest articulates the main misconception that 
Horace sets out to correct in this satire. The pest insinuates that the poet is a shameless 
social climber, like himself, who has conned his way into Maecenas’s inner circle. He 
suggests that Horace is a charlatan, and that his friendship with his patron – as well as his 
fellow literati – is all a charade.33 The pest uses striking dramaturgical diction to reinforce 
                                                        
33 There are many points of contact between this satire and Sermones 1.6, in which Horace describes (in his 
own words) how he came to join Maecenas’s circle. Vergil and Varius made the introduction, and 
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this impression of the poet as a performer. He tells Horace that he would have a great 
“sidekick” (adiutor, 46), who could “play a supporting role” (ferre secundas, 46), if he 
wanted to team up and usurp power in the group.34 Adiutor is a technical term for the 
subordinate actor in a theatrical production.35 The significance of this word is further 
emphasized by ferre secundas, another technical dramaturgical expression.36 In 
expressing his willingness to play a secondary role, the pest implies that Horace is 
already playing the lead. I posit that this is the issue Horace has been leading up to all 
along, in laying the poem’s theatrical groundwork. The theatrical metaphor becomes 
explicit here at the climax of the mini-drama, when the pest finally confronts Horace 
about his amicitia with Maecenas.  
 In addition to performing the parts of the pest and his own poetic persona, Horace 
takes on three additional roles in this satire. He brings to life the old Sabine prophetess, 
the pest’s opponent, and his good friend Aristius Fuscus. Their dialogue further 
contributes to the salient theatrical tone of the poem. 
 Both the old Sabine prophetess and the pest’s opponent are nameless characters. 
Their brief, but memorable cameos introduce lively vocal variations, and contribute to the 
satire’s larger theatrical atmosphere. The old Sabine prophetess (Sabella, 29) – the only 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Maecenas accepted him based on sound judgment. Sermones 1.9 seems to respond to criticism of the 
ideas expressed in 1.6. The pest (representing a larger leery audience) voices skepticism about the 
honorable circumstances surrounding Horace’s arrival on the literary scene. 
34 As Henderson (1993) puts it, the pest tells Horace to “look no further for his Man Friday (ferre 
secundas),” p. 75. 
35 OLD, “adiutor” (3), “a subordinate actor.” Cf. Phaedrus, Augusti Liberti Fabularum Aesopiarum 5.5.13-
15 (Scurra et Rusticus): In scaena uero postquam solus constitit/ sine apparatu, nullis adiutoribus,/ 
silentium ipsa fecit expectatio. 
36 OLD, “secundus” (10b). “the part of a δευτεραγωνιστής on the stage.” As we will see in chapter 4, 
Horace uses this term in the same way in Epistle 1.18.14: partis mimum tractare secundas. 
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female figure in the mini-drama – sounds a mock-solemn note when she delivers her 
doleful divination: “This man neither dreadful poisons, nor an enemy sword, nor pain of 
the sides or cough, nor lingering gout will spirit away: the garrulous man will be his end, 
when it happens: when he reaches a mature age, if he is wise, let him avoid chatterboxes” 
(“hunc neque dira venena nec hosticus auferet ensis,/ nec laterum dolor aut tussis nec 
tarda podagra;/ garrulus hunc quando consumet cumque: loquaces,/ si sapiat, vitet, 
simul atque adoleverit aetas,” 31-34).37 Comedy arises from the dissonance between her 
tragic/epic speech and the utterly ridiculous situation to which it refers. She enumerates a 
long list of painful ways to die (e.g. by poison, sword, pleurisy, cough, gout, etc.) only to 
conclude that the garrulous man (garrulus, 33) will be the death of Horace. With 
comically incongruous gravitas, she warns him to steer clear of talkative men (loquaces, 
si sapiat, vitet, simul atque adoleverit aetas, 33). 
 The pest’s opponent (adversarius, 75) also gets a say in the satire. While he only 
has one line, it is an important one. It cues Horace’s deliverance and the story’s happy 
ending. The opponent seizes upon the pest with a resounding “quo tu, turpissime?” (75). 
The superlative insult turpissime (75) adds comic flourish to his speech, and further 
debases this already reprehensible character. Horace is thrilled with this miraculous turn 
of events. He quickly offers to bear witness to the pest’s arrest, if he should refuse to 
comply with his court summons (“licet antestari?,” 75).38 Horace makes a great meta-
                                                        
37 Rudd (1966), especially p. 79, offers an excellent close reading of these lines and connects them to a 
variety of epic and dramatic allusions, including Plaut. Capt. 246, Most. 357 and Mil. 450, Accius [W. 
314], Varro [LL 5.33], Horace Carm. 3.2.6, and Catullus 71.2,. 
38 Brown (1993), p. 182. 
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theatrical joke here: When he volunteers to bear witness to the encounter, he playfully 
nods to the fact that the satire has already done just that.  
 The most interesting episode of ethopoeia arguably occurs when Horace voices 
the role of his friend Aristius Fuscus. Fuscus is the only character, other than Horace, 
who we can say with certainty represents a real person.39 The others – the pest, the Old 
Sabine prophetess, and the opponent – are all caricatures, drawn in broad generalizing 
strokes. What is more, Fuscus is the only dramatis persona who is identified by name. 
Indeed, Horace himself is never named in the poem. We infer that he is the protagonist 
based primarily on his association with Varius, Viscus, Maecenas, and Aristius Fuscus, 
who are explicitly named. In this way, the poet identifies himself by way of his friends; 
he closely ties his identity to the fact that he belongs in their circle.40  
 Fuscus was certainly among the intended audience of this poem. Horace wrote his 
friend into the story, fully aware that he, their mutual friends, and interested outside 
parties would critique his poetic portrait. The poet takes great care to depict Fuscus in a 
playfully teasing way. He begins by acknowledging that Fuscus is dear to him (mihi 
carus, 61), but quickly changes his tune. Fuscus, who knows the pest well and reads the 
situation clearly, innocently inquires, “Where are you coming from” and “where are you 
going?” (“unde venis?” et/ “quo tendis?,” 62-63). When Horace sends him a series of 
                                                        
39 Fuscus also appears in Sermones 10, at lines 82-83, and is the addressee of Ode 1.22 and Epistle 1.10. He 
may have been a playwright himself. Porphyrion tells us that he wrote comedies. 
40 Rudd (1966) remarks, “Maecenas and his friends knew very well that this was their poem. Not only were 
they the object of the pest’s endeavours, but without them the whole episode would have been 
inconceivable. As they listened to Horace’s account of the fellow’s efforts to ingratiate himself, their 
amusement must have been spiced with a dash of self-congratulation,” p. 83. 
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distress signals, he responds by feigning ignorance. When the poet then prompts him with 
a series of leading statements, Fuscus nimbly dodges each one:  
 HORACE:  “Surely you said that you wanted to speak with me about some matter or other, in  
  private.”  
 
 FUSCUS: “I remember well, but I’ll tell you at a better time: today is a thirtieth Sabbath – do  
  you want to insult the circumcised Jews?”  
 
 HORACE:  “Religion is no issue for me,” [I said.] 
 
FUSCUS:  “But it is for me: I am somewhat weaker, one of the many. You’ll excuse me; I’ll 
 talk to you some other time.”  
 
 ‘certe nescio quid secreto velle loqui te 
 aiebas mecum.’ ‘memini bene, sed meliore 
 tempore dicam: hodie tricesima sabbata: vin tu 
 curtis Iudaeis oppedere?’ ‘nulla mihi’ inquam 
 ‘religio est.’ ‘at mi: sum paulo infirmior, unus  
 multorum: ignosces: alias loquar...” (67-73) 
 
The poet caps this comical encounter with a hyperbolic, melodramatic lamentation: 
“Could so dark a day as this have dawned for me? The rogue fled and left me under the 
knife” (huncine solem/ tam nigrum surrexe mihi! fugit improbus ac me/ sub cultro linquit, 
72-74). Through their animated dialogue, Horace reinforces the fact that Fuscus has a 
good sense of humor and that theirs is a solid friendship. In “performing” the role of his 
real-life friend in this mini-drama, Horace makes a public display of their private amicitia. 
 
II. Stage Directions/ Dramaturgical Cues 
Horace further represents the poem as a mini-drama by incorporating stage 
directions into the text. By “stage directions,” I mean the implicit and explicit references 
that the poet makes to the characters’ body language. In conjunction with the dialogue 
format, these dramaturgical cues effectively transform the satire into a script. They 
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inform how a reader might visualize the scene in his or her imagination, or how a 
performer might dramatically interpret it.41 
We learn a great deal about the dramatis personae from their body language. 
Horace, for example, enters the scene in a quiet, mild-mannered, and introspective way 
(Ibam forte via sacra, sicut meus est mos,/ nescio quid meditans nugarum, totus in illis, 
1-2). He demonstrates the decorum one might expect of a newly minted member of 
Maecenas’s circle. The pest, on the other hand, enters with a bang. He rushes up to 
Horace (accurit, 3) and seizes his hand (arreptaque manu, 4). He then adheres himself to 
the unhappy poet’s side (adsectaretur, 6), where he will strive to remain for the duration 
of the poem. The pest’s aggressive body language reflects his aggressive personality. 
The poet describes in great detail his first attempt at escape, essentially 
choreographing the scene: “Desperately trying to get away, I now sped up, occasionally 
stopped, whispered nothing in particular to my slave-boy, while the sweat poured down 
to my ankles” (misere discedere quaerens,/ ire modo ocius, interdum consistere, in 
aurem/ dicere nescio quid puero, cum sudor ad imos/ manaret talos, 8-11). These stage 
directions magnify the subtext of his dialogue. On the one hand, the poet tries to be polite 
to the pest; on the other hand, he wants nothing more than to be rid of him. His body 
language (including his profuse perspiration) helps to convey his anxiety over this 
dilemma. 
                                                        
41 Cf. Klein (2012), in which I argue that Sermones 2.5 was likely read aloud and accompanied by 




The poet also exploits stage directions to generate dramatic tension. The pest fully 
understands the message that Horace is trying to communicate through his body language, 
but he chooses to ignore it and vows to cling to him (usque tenebo, 15) and to follow him 
closely wherever he goes (persequar hinc quo nunc iter est tibi, 16). He thus responds to 
(i.e. rejects) the poet’s physical plea for space, in correspondingly physical terms. This 
conflict presents a wonderful opportunity for physical comedy. We can imagine a lively 
cat-and-mouse lazzi, in which the players go back-and-forth between creating and closing 
the distance between them. The meter even mimics their footsteps. Brown observes, “the 
rhythm, with dactyls predominating down to ocius, followed by two ponderous spondees 
at interdum consistere, well matches the hastening and halting described.”42 The poet 
introduces a comical variation on this lazzi later on, at lines 42-43, when the pest takes 
the lead and Horace follows him (et praecedere coepit. ego, ut contendere durum est/ 
cum victore, sequor, 42-43). 
Horace finally surrenders at line 20 with an indelible image of defeat. The satirist 
describes how he cast down his ears, like a donkey when it is forced to bear a rather 
heavy burden on its back (demitto auriculas, ut iniquae mentis asellus,/ cum gravius 
dorso subiit onus, 20-21). A silent reader might envision a portrait of the poet as a 
donkey. An actor might perform a pantomime to this effect. By introducing these playful 
stage directions (demitto auriculas, 20), the poet opens up exciting dramatic possibilities.  
He creates comedy at the expense of his own dignitas, further endearing himself to the 
audience and garnering our support. 
                                                        
42 Brown (1993), pp. 176-177. 
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The poet broaches the subject of performance directly at the beginning of the 
satire’s second movement, when the pest brags about his ability to both write and 
perform poetry. He takes great pride in his performance, remarking, “Who is able to 
move their limbs more gently? (“quis membra movere/ mollius?,” 24-25). The 
enjambment between movere and mollius sets up a kind of comic paraprosdokian. The 
pest introduces the first part of his rhetorical question then leaves it dangling until the 
next line (“Who is able to move their limbs…”). There is a break, while he searches for 
the right adverb to fully encapsulate the depth and breadth of his tremendous talent. He 
finally settles on “…more gently” or “…more delicately.” His word-choice is all the 
more surprising since it contradicts the aggressive body language that the pest has 
demonstrated up to this point.43 The word mollius also implicitly undermines his 
masculinity.44 With comic miscalculation, the pest thinks that his ability to dance 
effeminately will win Maecenas’ admiration and possibly even his lust.45  
The pest thus enthusiastically identifies himself as a performer, willingly 
absorbing the infamia associated with that role. He goes on to boast that even the 
infamous cantor Hermogenes would envy his singing (invideat quod et Hermogenes ego 
canto,” 25). In making these claims, he assumes that Horace shares the same 
                                                        
43 Mollis (OLD 16): “(of movement) Languid, voluptuous.” Cf. Lucr. 4.1268; Prop. 2.22.5; Ov. Ars 3.306; 
Stat. Silv. 3.2.25; Suet. Tib 68.3. 
44 Mollis (OLD 15a and b): “Effentimate in appearance or behaviour, womanish; (spec.) pathic. [b] (of 
things or actions) unmanly, womanish.” Cf. Cic. de Orat. 2.277; Brut. 225; Catul. 11.5; Verg. G. 1.57; Ov. 
Ep. 9.72; Fast. 4.243; Sen Ag. 686; Quint. Inst. 5.9.14; Cic. Tusc. 2.36; Tac. Hist. 3.40, Cic. de Orat. 
3.41; Juv. 6.O23, Ov. Tr. 2.411; Phaed. 4.15(16).1; Mart. 3.73.4; Juv. 9.38; [b] Cic. N. D. 1.113; Off. 
1.131; Prop. 3.17.33; Stat. Theb. 7.497, 10.876; Ach. 1.837; Quint. Inst. 11.3.128; Plin. Ep. 9.17.2. 
45 Cf. the slander against Maecenas’ own lifestyle at Seneca, Ep. 114.4-6: Quomodo Maecenas vixerit 
notius est quam ut narrari nunc debeat quomodo ambulaverit, quam delicatus fuerit, quam cupierit videri, 
quam vitia sua latere noluerit. 
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(objectionable) outlook on poetic production and performance. In fact, Horace has 
spoken of his distaste for Hermogenes and the type of flashy poetic performance he 
represents elsewhere in his work.46 The poet thus further distances himself from the pest, 
Hermogenes, and their contemptible personal and poetic values by having the pest voice 
these ignorant assumptions about him. 
The next stage directions animate Horace’s ethopoeia of the Sabine prophetess. 
Before he reveals her prophecy, the poet first describes her method of divination. He 
mentions in passing – with the ablative absolute – that the prophecy fell out of a shaken 
urn (Sabella/ quod puero cecinit divina mota anus urna, 29-30). In this way, he suggests 
staging to accompany the Sabine woman’s speech. The poet provides a concrete gesture 
for a reader to visualize or an actor to perform. He envisions the old prophetess shaking 
the urn, then examining and interpreting its output. 
The most dynamic stage directions of the satire, however, occur during Horace’s 
interaction with Aristius Fuscus (60-74). The poet catches sight of his friend (ecce/ 
Fuscus Aristius occurrit, 60-61) and stops to talk to him (consistimus, 62). With a series 
of vigorous gestures, he signals to Fuscus for help: “I began to tug at him and to press his 
unreceptive arms with my hand, nodding, signaling with my eyes in order that he might 
rescue me” (vellere coepi,/ et prensare manu lentissima bracchia, nutans,/ distorquens 
oculos, ut me eriperet, 63-65). His actions arguably mirror the aggressive tactics 
deployed by the pest (arreptaque manu, 4). Ironically, Fuscus reacts to Horace’s cues in 
much the same way as the pest did. He understands exactly what Horace is trying to say, 
                                                        
46 Cf. Sermones 1.3.129 and Sermones 1.10.18, 80 and 90.  
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but chooses to ignore him. Repeated a second time, Horace’s failed attempt at non-verbal 
communication becomes a kind of a running gag. Fuscus responds to Horace using the 
same unspoken (body) language. His arms remain impassive (lentissima, 64) at Horace’s 
touch, he smiles (ridens, 66), and pretends to be oblivious to the situation (dissimulare, 
66). The joke is driven home by Fuscus’s deadpan reaction to Horace’s ever-increasing 
agitation.  
With farcical timing, one character exits and another enters. Immediately after 
Fuscus departs, the pest’s opponent arrives on the scene (linquit. casu venit, 74). Only 
one word – “by chance” (casu) – separates them. The poet describes yet another 
conspicuous stage direction, when he offers his ear (oppono auriculam, 77) to the 
opponent. This gesture refers to legal protocol, whereby a plaintiff touches a witness’s 
ear and bids him to be mindful of his duties.47 In this case, Horace does not wait for a 
plaintiff to reach out to him. He gladly offers up his own ear, eagerly volunteering to bear 
witness against the pest.  
The opponent causes quite a commotion when he confronts the pest. The poet 
describes how he shouts in a loud voice (magna/ inclamat voce, 75-76), how there was 
clamor on both sides (clamor utrimque, 77), and running to and fro every which way 
(undique concursus, 78). Brown and Fraenkel observe that the words clamor and 
                                                        
47 Brown (1993) explains the gesture as follows: “The plaintiff formally touched the witness on the earlobe 
if he consented, charging him to remember his responsibilities, because this area was regarded as the seat 
of the memory: see Pliny, Natural History xi.251, est in aure ima memoriae locus, quem tangentes 
antestamur. oppono, of ‘holding out’ the ear, show’s Horace’s eagerness to agree,” p. 182. 
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concursus are equally applicable both to this situation and to the battlefield.48 The poet 
thus makes this mundane conflict all the funnier by representing it as an epic struggle. In 
the midst of this comic chaos, the opponent drags the pest away to court (rapit in ius, 77) 
and Horace is saved. Scholars such as Anderson and Fraenkel refer to the ending as a 
deus ex machina resolution, since the poet ascribes his deliverance to Apollo (sic me 
servavit Apollo, 78).49 Brown, among others, has noted that the conclusion of this satire 
also echoes Iliad 20.443, where Apollo intervenes to save Hector from Achilles. 
Furthermore, he notes that the allusion brings us full-circle back to Lucilius, who quotes 
the Homeric Greek “τὸν δ᾽ ἐξήρπαξεν Ἀπόλλων” in a fragment that similarly begins with 
“Ibam forte” (Warmington 267).50 Anderson remarks, “it is …the genius of Horace to 
transform this experience into an amusing drama, to picture Apollo as a deus ex machina, 
and to give the scene a finished form by recalling the opening reference to his poetic 
concerns.”51 Horace thus draws on the kindred genres of epic and drama in order to give 
his satire a mock-tragic punch line and impart a final impression of the poem as a mini-
drama. 
 
III. Stock Characters 
In addition to dialogue and stage directions, Horace also integrates comedic stock 
characters into Sermones 1.9. In particular, his portrait of the pest combines stereotypical                                                         
48 Brown (1993): “cf. concurritur 1.7, and see the parallels from the poets and historians adduced by 
Fraenkel (1957) 118. The words prepare for the concluding evocation of a Homeric battle-scene which is 
the culmination of the military imagery…,” p. 182. 
49 Cf. Anderson (1956), p. 150; Fraenkel (1957), p. 114. 
50 Brown (1993), p. 182. He goes on to note that “Horace, however, who disapproves of Lucilius’ habit of 
combining Latin and Greek words (10.20-30), is careful to improve on his predecessor by producing a 
Latin version, and probably also by integrating the Homeric echo much more closely into his text.” 
51 Anderson (1956), p. 150 
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aspects of the parasitus as well as the miles gloriosus from Greek New Comedy and 
Roman Comedy. Horace draws from an extensive comedic repertoire, carefully selecting 
key qualities from different theatrical personae.52 In this way, the pest actually resembles 
the genre in which he appears. Like satire, he is a mixed-dish of diverse and distinctive 
ingredients. I argue that the poet draws upon aspects of the parasitus and miles gloriosus, 
in particular, in order to highlight the pest’s (negative) theatrical qualities. As Duncan has 
observed, these two figures, the κόλαξ and the ἀλαζών, “have a significance beyond their 
brief appearances onstage in which they trouble the hero: they can be read as meta-
theatrical characters, figuring the Actor. They come to stand for the related negative 
stereotypes of the actor in society: that the actor lays claim to a position of a relationship 
that he does not merit, and he is, by one means or another, a social climber.”53 
The parasite (parasitus) is the stock character most closely related to the pest. 
Duckworth calls this figure “the ‘funny’ man par excellence of Roman comedy.”54 
Damon neatly summarizes the salient characteristics of this figure as follows: “The 
parasite can be sketched with a few essential traits: he ranks food as his summum bonum, 
he is unable (through situation or temperament) to provide it for himself but is clever 
enough to extract it from others, and he lacks the pride and principles that ought to 
                                                        
52 There are, of course, a number of non-dramatic influences on Horace’s characterization of the pest as 
well. Rudd (1961), among others, has identified the imprint of Plato (Republic 8.549 ff.), Aristotle 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1115a ff.), and especially Theophrastus (Characters) here. He notes, though, that 
“even in the case of Theophrastus we cannot speak of direct imitation; for while the bore has certain 
features in common with The Chatterbox (ὁ ἀδολέσχης) and The Windbag (ὁ λάλὀς), the satire owes 
nothing to the Characters in either setting or treatment, and its purpose is in several respects quite 
different,” p. 79. 
53 Duncan (2006), pp. 90-91. On the negative associations between these characters and actors, see 
especially, her chapter on “The Fraud and the Flatterer,” pp. 90-123. 
54 Duckworth (1952), p. 265. 
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characterize a man of his free status.”55 She observes, however, that in Roman satire, in 
general, and in Horace’s Sermones and Epistles, in particular, it is not uncommon to find 
variations on this parasitic prototype. The satiric parasite tends to differ from, but remain 
associated with, the comic parasite: 
“Not until we turn to Horace’s satirical works do we begin to see what the satirists saw in the 
 comic parasite. The parasites who frequent Horace’s Satires and Epistles are a varied bunch. Some 
 of them retain their comic markings without perceptible alteration (except, as we shall see, in the 
 label applied to them). Others, on contact with the more thoroughly Roman world of satire, have 
 undergone metamorphosis. These retain enough of their original type to be recognizable but have 
 traits and behaviors not found in any of their comic counterparts. Still other parasites figure in 
 Horace’s representations of the particular social nexus of which he was a part, as illustrations of a 
 role that he either did or did not play (depending on the poem) or that was (or was not) 
 recommended to his friends. For in Horace’s day … the poet who benefited from a patron’s favor 
 was liable to incur the charge of playing the parasite.”56 
 
The pest of Sermones 1.9 is a great example of a comedic parasite re-imagined to fit the 
poet’s “particular social nexus.” He is a foil for Horace, enabling the poet to address – 
and distance himself from – the negative qualities that the pest personifies, including 
parasitism, coarseness, and conceit. 
While the pest’s primary interest is not food, his ultimate objective is to live off of 
others (specifically Maecenas). Furthermore, he demonstrates, in both word and deed, 
that he is completely devoid of dignity and scruples. Even more germane to my argument, 
comic parasites frequently role-play in order to get what they want.57 They often resort to 
exaggerated – or entirely fabricated – flattery to curry favor with their patrons. Artotrogus, 
in Plautus’ Miles Gloriosus, and Gnatho, in Terence’s Eunuchus, for example, both lie to 
their respective milites, lavishing praise upon them in order to secure places at their tables.                                                         
55 Damon (1997), p. 98-99.  
56 Damon (1997), p. 108. 
57 Damon (1997) observes that, “not all of Plautus’ parasites were able (or willing) to adapt their own 
shapes to their patron’s mold. Peniculus, for one, refused. But Terence’s two parasites, as we shall see, 
are quite remarkably good at trimming themselves to fit,” p. 79. 
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They freely and shamelessly admit to the audience that they are deceiving their patrons.58 
Clearchus of Soli remarks, “The flatterer really does seem to be the sort of thing that 
Proteus is. For he has all sorts of shapes, and it is not just his shape that changes but his 
manner of speaking, too. He is a man with a tongue of many tunes.”59 
In addition to sycophancy, comic parasites also use their acting skills to execute 
madcap schemes. As middlemen, they often take on new roles in order to trick a blocking 
character out of his money or girl. In Terence’s Phormio, for example, the titular parasite 
pretends to take back the woman whom Antipho has married, as long as Demipho pays 
him to do so. Demipho (Antipho’s father) borrows money from his brother Chremes 
(Phaedria’s father). The money then passes from the parasitus Phormio to the adulescens 
Phaedria to the leno Dorio. As a result of Phormio’s charade, Phaedria is able to purchase 
his mistress and Antipho is able to keep his wife. Damon remarks: 
“One of the qualities that allows Phormio to be so helpful to his friends is his parasitical talent for 
 pretense. He adopts different roles and attitudes quite deliberately. “Just now I need to take up a 
 new stance and a new look” (nunc gest’ mihi voltusque est capiundus novos, 890) When the 
 adulescens Antipho tries a similar tactic – though feeling guilty and fearful, he wants to present a 
 frank and confident face to his father – he is so unsuccessful that he hides himself away instead 
 (210-18).”60  
 
 In Plautus’s Curculio, the titular parasite likewise performs an extended charade, 
impersonating Summanus, the supposed freedman of the miles Therapontigonus, in order 
to convince Lyco to transfer money, gifts, and the virgo Planesium to him, on behalf of                                                         
58 Cf. Plautus, Miles Gloriosus, 31-35: “Ne hercle operae pretium quidemst/ mihi te narrare tuas qui 
virtutes sciam./venter creat omnis hasce aerumnas: auribus/ peraurienda sunt, ne dentes dentiant,/et 
adsentandumst quidquid hic mentibitur”; Terence, Eunuchus 247-253: “hoc novomst aucupium; ego adeo 
hanc primus inveni viam./est genus hominum qui esse primos se omnium rerum volunt/nec sunt: hos 
consector; hisce ego non paro me ut rideant,/sed eis ultro adrideo et eorum ingenia admiror 
simul./quidquid dicunt laudo; id rursum si negant, laudo id quoque;/negat quis: nego; ait: aio; postremo 
imperavi egomet mihi/omnia adsentari. is quaestu' nunc est multo uberrimus.” 
59 Clearchus of Soli, FHG 2.312, cited in Damon (1997), n. 52, p. 99. 
60 Damon (1997), p. 92. 
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the adulescens Phaedromus (Curculio, 437-53). Damon notes, “[Curculio] was equipped 
with tablets sealed by the all-important ring, of course, but he also did a little playacting 
to make his pretense plausible: the parasite plays the role of a parasite.”61  
 I argue that the poet is tapping into this familiar connection between parasite and 
performer in Sermones 1.9. He implies that the pest also employs histrionics as a means 
to an end, underlining this point when the pest offers to be his sidekick (adiutor, 46) and 
to play a supporting role (ferre secundas, 46). He cloaks the pest in the trappings of this 
comedic stock character in order to address the issue of parasitism in his own social 
world. By characterizing the pest in this way and differentiating himself from this figure, 
Horace is able to defend himself against the charge of “playing the parasite” to Maecenas, 
with all of its theatrical connotations. 
 Closely related to the parasite – and, by extension, to the pest – is the scurra. In 
Plautus’s Trinummus, Megaronides describes this figure in detail in a vivid monologue: 
 “There is surely nothing more foolish nor more stupid 
 more lying, more blathering, more brassy, nor more perjured  
 than those pushy men about town, whom they call scurras. 
Yes, I include myself in that same category, I was the sort who believed 
the lies of those who pretend to know everything, but know nothing whatsoever.  
They [claim to/ aim to] know what each man has in mind or what he will have in mind,  
they [claim to/ aim to] know that which the king whispers into the ear of the queen,  
they [claim to/ aim to] know what Juno discusses with Jove;  
things that don’t exist and never will, those men nevertheless [claim to/ aim to] know.  
They praise falsely or in truth, they blame whomever they wish,  
They don’t care a straw about what they do, as long as they get to know what they want to know. 
 
nihil est profecto stultius neque stolidius 
neque mendaciloquius neque argutum magis,                       
 neque confidentiloquius neque peiurius, 
quam urbani assidui cives, quos scurras vocant. 
atque egomet me adeo cum illis una ibidem traho, 
qui illorum verbis falsis acceptor fui, 
qui omnia se simulant scire neque quicquam sciunt.                                                                      
61 Damon (1997), pp. 46-47. 
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quod quisque in animo habet aut habiturust sciunt, 
sciunt id quod in aurem rex reginae dixerit, 
sciunt quod Iuno fabulatast cum Iove; 
quae neque futura neque sunt, tamen illi sciunt. 
falson an vero laudent, culpent quem velint,    
non flocci faciunt, dum illud quod lubeat sciant… (lines 199-211) 
 
 
 This character lacks any shame or dignity. He is a busybody and a gossip and not 
above lying to others to find out what he wants to know. Damon provides a concise 
historical overview of the scurra.62 She notes that “already in the early part of the first 
century B.C., scurra was plainly a label that could cover a collection of negative traits, 
but Horace appears to have been the first to use scurra in a sense approaching that of 
parasitus.” 63 As we will see in later chapters, Horace uses the parasite and the scurra 
practically interchangeably, in order to associate the client with negative stereotypes of 
performers.  
 Less prominently, but still palpably, the miles gloriosus also factors into the pest’s 
characterization. He is distinguished by his enormous ego and propensity for boasting.64 
The pest demonstrates analogous bravado throughout the satire, but resembles the miles 
gloriosus most closely in the second movement, when he boasts about his exceptional 
talent for writing and performing poetry (nam quis me scribere pluris/ aut citius possit 
versus? quis membra movere/ mollius? invideat quod et Hermogenes ego canto,’ 23-25). 
Like the swaggering soldier’s, his claims may or may not be true. Artotrogus observes of 
the titular Miles Gloriosus, Pyrgopolynices, “By Hercules, it is certainly nothing 
                                                        
62 Damon (1997), pp. 109-111. See also Lejay (1911), pp. 551-553. 
63 Damon (1997), p. 110. 
64 Duckworth (1952): “The miles in Plautus, like the leno, is a caricature rather than a character, and his 
predominant trait is boastfulness, usually of his military exploits but sometimes of his ability to charm the 
opposite sex,” p. 264.  
  
55 
compared to the other great deeds I could recount – [Aside] which you never did. If 
anyone has seen a worse liar or more pompous blowhard than this guy, he can have me 
for himself, I will offer myself to him in servitude” (Nihil hercle hoc quidemst/ praeut 
alia dicam—quae tu numquam feceris./ periuriorem hoc hominem si quis viderit/ aut 
gloriarum pleniorem quam illic est,/me sibi habeto, ego me mancupio dabo, 19-23). In 
fact, it does not matter whether the pest is as gifted a poet/ performer as he says he is (or 
whether the soldier is as valiant a warrior). The characters’ accomplishments are undercut 
by the manner in which they talk about them. They are undermined even further by the 
interlocutor’s skeptical asides shared with the audience. 
The poet thus adapts key aspects of the parasitus and the miles gloriosus, 
amalgamating them into this multifaceted satiric character.  In this way, Horace populates 
the poem with characters from the comic stage and continues to reinforce the theatrical 
subtext of the satire. Horace himself plays the straight man to the pest. In contrast to this 
clownish figure, the poet’s own modesty, honesty, and dignity become all the more 
pronounced. In this way, Horace demonstrates an appropriate form of social performance, 
one that simultaneously demonstrates and defends the values and behavior expected of a 
member of Maecenas’ circle. 
 
Conclusion 
As we have seen, Horace weaves an array of dramatic devices into Sermones 1.9, 
including dialogue, dramaturgical cues, and a motley crew of comedic stock characters. 
Taken together, these elements encourage us to view the satire as a mini-drama. They 
create the poem’s pervasive theatrical atmosphere and ironically underscore what is 
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arguably its main point, namely that role-playing plays an integral part in Horace’s 
relationship with Maecenas and in the way he presents that relationship to the world. 
 When the pest implies that the poet is “playing a part,” he voices a concern that 
comes up again and again in Horace’s work. On the one hand, Horace makes a concerted 
effort to disassociate himself from an actor and its connotations of insincerity and 
impropriety. He sharply contrasts himself with the pest, who willfully self-identifies as a 
performer. On the other hand, Horace is performing both in and by means of this poem. 
He performs all the parts in this mini-drama, including the narrator, protagonist, 
antagonist, and supporting roles. Furthermore, in writing himself into the satire, Horace 
adopts a carefully constructed public persona. He is an actor, and his poetry is his stage. 
He performs for an audience that certainly included his patron, as well as friends and 
detractors from all across the social spectrum.  
In this way, Horace reclaims the theatrical material, redefining what it means to 
be a performer in his world. He acknowledges that theater plays a key role in his life as a 
patronized poet. However, he is careful to distinguish between the kind of performance 
that the pest advocates and the kind of performance that he personally demonstrates 
through his poetry. The former is motivated by ambitio and avaritia; the latter is 
motivated by fides and amicitia. Horace thus uses his poetry as a platform and makes a 
show of upholding both the ethical and poetic standards that rightfully earned him a place 




The Role of the Client in Sermones 2.5: The Captator 
Introduction 
In Sermones 2.5, Horace stages a conversation between Tiresias and Ulysses on 
the shady subject of inheritance-hunting (captatio). This satire is highly theatrical: it stars 
two veterans of the stage, is written in dialogue format, includes specific stage directions, 
alludes to a colorful cast of comedic stock characters, employs dramaturgical diction, and 
frequently echoes playwrights such as Plautus and Terence. The sermo also recalls the 
elusive dramatic genres of mime, Menippean satire, and the fabula Rhinthonica in its 
selective use of lowbrow language, lowlife subjects, elements of fantasy, and epic parody, 
all in the service of ridiculing human folly (and, of course, entertainment). I posit that the 
poet integrates all these theatrical elements in order to contextualize and bring to the 
surface the underlying subject of the satire, namely the theatrical nature of the patron-
client relationship. My reading of the poem suggests that Horace employs the insidious 
figure of the captator as yet another negative exemplum with which to stereotype the 
client as a kind of performer. By associating the client with this despised individual, who 
cons his way into his benefactor’s favor, the poet effectively satirizes the client’s conduct 
toward his patron. Horace thus uses the captator, as well as an extensive array of 
dramatic devices, to call attention to and satirically comment upon the role-playing 





The captator and the client 
The poem presents a satiric study of a captator and, by extension, a caricature of a 
client. Horace does not unequivocally equate the two in this poem, but he does exploit 
their salient similarities.1 Both men were dependent on a patron for their livelihood. Both 
stereotypically used flattery and histrionics to cultivate amicitiae with their patrons.2 
Furthermore, they both carried out similar duties (officia) for their patrons. According to 
Champlin, the captator’s officia included: “physical attendance on the prey, morning 
salutation, presence at recitations, accompaniment in the street, support in court, presence 
at dinner.” 3 These basically correspond to the officia that Horace himself would have 
performed for his own patron (e.g. attending salutatio, escorting Maecenas to the ludi, 
running errands for him, etc.).4 It is extremely likely, therefore, that Horace’s original 
audience would have made the connection between the social role that he personally 
played in the extra-poetic world and the satiric perversion of that role which he describes 
in detail in the sermo.                                                          
1 Horace does mention a number of details that differentiate the captator from the client. For example, he 
inverts traditional patron-client protocol, when Tiresias suggests that Ulysses offer to defend his patron in 
court (32-37). The patron typically defends the client in court, not the other way around. I would argue, 
however, that Horace includes these occasional distinctions in order to remind his audience that one 
figure functions as a stereotype for the other. They are not meant to be one and the same, but rather points 
of comparison for the sake of satire. 
2 Cf. Periplectomenus’ famous speech on the subject of captation in Plautus’ Miles Gloriosus (705-715): 
quando habeo multos cognatos, quid opus est mihi liberis? / nunc bene vivo et fortunate atque ut volo 
atque animo ut lubet./ mea bona mea morte cognatis didam, inter eos partiam./ hi apud me aderunt, me 
curabunt, visent quid agam, ecquid velim./ prius quam lucet adsunt, rogitant noctu ut somnum ceperim./ 
eos pro liberis habebo qui mihi mittunt munera./ sacruficant: dant inde partem mihi maiorem quam sibi,/ 
abducunt ad exta; me ad se ad prandium, ad cenam vocant;/ ille miserrumum se retur minimum qui misit 
mihi./ illi inter se certant donis, egomet mecum mussito:/ bona mea inhiant, me certatim nutricant et 
munerant. 
3 Champlin (1991), p. 90. He goes on to say that “captation and friendship were indistinguishable in their 
attributes – motive alone separated them.” 
4 See section on “The nature of the patron-client relationship in Augustan Rome” in the introduction to this 
dissertation, pp. 5-12. 
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The “missing link” between the client and the captator is arguably the parasite. 
As I discussed briefly in the introduction and more extensively in the previous chapter, 
the parasite is a common stereotype of the client. Even the emperor Augustus associates 
the two roles.5 In addition to the client, the parasite also closely correlates with the 
captator. Damon discusses the numerous points of contact between these two figures in 
her study of Sermones 2.5.6 She sees the former as the comic prototype of the latter.7 Her 
observations about the captator’s insincerity are especially germane to my argument 
here:  
“Insincerity is in fact a desirable trait in a captator, since an important part of his art consists in 
 adapting himself to the character of the target of the moment: one type of behavior will suit the 
 patron who writes poems (74-75), another the man who likes female companionship (75-76); a 
 lively line in chatter will not suit one patron at all but might be just the ticket for another (90-91); 
 and so on. The captator, like the parasite, needs to make himself into a kind of second skin for his 
 victim.” 8 
 
In this chapter, I argue that Horace draws on these negative stereotypes to 
characterize the client as a kind of performer. My reading of the poem suggests that 
Tiresias is encouraging Ulysses, above all else, to hone his acting skills in order to 
cultivate a relationship with a potential benefactor. I posit that Horace incorporates 
dramatic devices throughout the satire in order to reinforce this point and to highlight the 
theatricality involved in the client’s conduct toward his patron. The poet thus uses the 
                                                        
5 Cf. Suetonius, Vita Horati. 
6 Cf. Damon (1997), especially pp. 118-121. 
7 Horace’s captator has a great deal in common with the kind of parasite that Gnatho describes in Terence’s 
Eunuchus (247 ff.). In both cases, the authors use similar hunting imagery to describe the modus 
operandi of these characters. In the comedy, the playwright refers to the parasite’s project as a “new form 
of bird-catching” (hoc novomst aucupium, Eun. 247). In the satire, the poet uses a fishing metaphor 
(captes astutus ubique/ testamenta senum, neu, si vafer unus et alter/ insidiatorem praeroso fugerit 
hamo,/ aut spem deponas aut artem illusus omittas, 24-26). 
8 Damon (1997), p. 120. 
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histrionic figure of the captator, as well as the language of the stage, to respond to and 
defend himself against criticism condemning the client as an actor.  
 
Overview of Sermones 2.5 
The poem begins in medias res, as if a continuation of the two characters’ 
conversation from Book 11 of the Odyssey.9 This highly satirical episode pretends to be a 
deleted scene from Homer’s epic, irreverently restored by Horace. Ulysses asks Tiresias 
for advice on how he can most effectively replenish his riches (1-3). The hero is 
confident that he will return to Ithaca, defeat his enemies, and reinstate his rule. However, 
he also knows that the suitors have depleted his resources in his absence and is acutely 
aware that his natural virtues, namely “nobility and manliness” (genus et virtus, 8), are 
effectively worthless without material wealth. Ever the pragmatist, Ulysses wants to plan 
for life after the Odyssey.  
Tiresias offers Ulysses candid counsel: he suggests that he find himself a 
benefactor and manipulate his way into this man’s good graces and will (9-17). These 
rather surprising words of advice signal to the audience that we have left the traditional 
world of Homer’s epic and entered into the realm of mythic parody.10 In this new playful                                                         
9 I agree with Rudd (1966), who locates this scene immediately after line 140, following Tiresias’ lengthy 
speech predicting Ulysses’ difficult return home (11.100-137). At 11.140, Ulysses says, “Tiresias, the 
gods themselves have certainly spun these things, but come tell me and tell me truly…” (Τειρεσίη, τὰ µὲν 
ἄρ που ἐπέκλωσαν θεοὶ αὐτοί./ ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε µοι τόδε εἰπὲ καὶ ἀτρεκέως κατάλεξον …, 139-140). Rudd 
points out that the opening line of the Horatian satire “corresponds closely with this request and [Ulysses] 
is not at all concerned with what follows, i.e. with the question of how the spirit of Ulysses’ mother can 
be enabled to recognize her son,” p. 228.  
10 Mythological parody was a common subject of many dramatic genres, including mime, Menippean satire, 
Greek and Roman comedy, and the obscure fabula Rhinthonica. Rudd (1966) 235–9 offers a thorough 
overview of this sermo’s parodic predecessors, and concludes that “no one had ever written anything 
quite like Sat. 2.5, [and] neither had Horace himself.” The mock katabasis and nekyia, in particular, were 
recurring themes in Menippean satire; see Relihan (1993), especially 103–18. For a survey of 
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context, Horace is (relatively) free to discuss and satirize contemporary issues relevant to 
his own culture.11 
 Tiresias delivers a lengthy monologue,12 offering his materialistic mentee step-by- 
step instructions on how to “play” people. He tells Ulysses to cruise the Forum for the 
ideal target: a wealthy, foolish and (most importantly) childless hothead (23-31). Once he 
has located his audience, he should commence his performance. He must address this 
man by his first name, flatter him, pretend to have his best interests in mind (32-41). If 
Ulysses can persist and endure the fool’s company, in time he will develop a reputation 
as a selfless and devoted companion and attract the attention of other simple-minded 
benefactors (42-44).  
Ulysses is appalled by the prophet’s fortune-telling, but Tiresias remains 
unapologetic and forthright. He catalogues a litany of both verbal and physical gestures 
for Ulysses to perform in front of other attendants and the head of the household himself 
(70-76; 88-98). He tells the hero to keep up the charade, even after his benefactor has 
died. He encourages him to perpetuate the public spectacle, sparing no expense on the 
tomb or funeral (104-106). In this way Ulysses can advertise his carefully-crafted 
reputation in order to ensnare new patrons. As if the death of this hypothetical benefactor 
were his cue, Tiresias announces that he himself must return to Hades, and the curtain 
falls on this entertaining and provocative mini-drama.                                                                                                                                                                      
mythological parodies in mime, see Panayotakis (2010) 11n20. For a description of the fabula 
Rhinthonica and its points of contact with Sermones 2.5, see Lejay (1911) xlii.  
11 For a summary of the everyday Roman elements couched in the epic Greek context, see Rudd (1966) 232.  
12 This long, sermonizing monologue is Terentian in style. Cf. Delignon (2004) 160: “Ce dernier [Terence] 
met en effet volontiers dans la bouche de ses personnages de longs dévelopements moraux, conférant à 
ses comédies le rythme tempéré qui leur vaut le nom de statariae.” 
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Tiresias’ and Ulysses’ Theatrical Roots  
It is entirely fitting that Ulysses and Tiresias are the stars of this highly theatrical 
satire. Both characters have a distinguished dramatic pedigree. In addition to their 
original epic performance (Odyssey 11. 90-151), Tiresias and Ulysses both figure 
prominently in several Greek dramas. Tiresias famously features in Sophocles’ Theban 
cycle and Euripides’ Bacchae. Horace alludes to Tiresias’ life in Thebes, and arguably 
his tragic persona, when he mentions the city by name in this satire (Thebis, 84).  
Horace’s money-minded depiction of Tiresias in Sermones 2.5 corresponds to a 
long-standing tradition of characterizing soothsayers as charlatans. The soothsayer 
(χρησµολόγος) in Aristophanes’s Birds, for example, appears to be more interested in the 
material world than the divine. He notoriously peddles his prophecies for profit.13 In 
Sophocles’s Antigone, Creon famously accuses Tiresias himself of telling lies for 
personal gain.14 Horace draws upon this unflattering aspect of the prophet’s persona in 
this satiric representation of him. 
Ulysses seems to have appeared in all three of the main dramatic genres – tragedy, 
comedy, and satyr drama. He plays a key role, for example, in Sophocles’ Aias and                                                         
13 E.g. Aristophanes, Birds, 970-976: “Bakis predicted this with respect to the sky: ‘First sacrifice a white-
haired ram to Pandora, and whoever arrives first as the diviner of my words, to him give a clean cloak 
and new sandals’ … Take the book. ‘And give him a vessel and fill his hands full of innards’” (ᾐνίξαθ᾽ὁ 
Βάκις τοῦτο πρὸς τὸν ἀέρα. / “πρῶτον Πανδώρᾳ θῦσαι λευκότριχα κριόν / ὃς δέ κ᾽ἐµῶν ἐπέων ἔλθῃ 
πρώτιστα προφήτης, / τῷ δόµεν ἱµάτιον καθαρὸν καὶ καινὰ πέδιλα –”/ … λαβὲ τὸ βυβλίον. / “ καὶ φιάλην 
δοῦναι καὶ σπλάγχνων χεῖρ᾽ / ἐνιπλῆσαι, -”). Oracle-mongers are also ridiculed in Aristophanes’ Peace 
1050 ff., and throughout Knights (for political gain). 
14 Sophocles, Antigone, 1033-1047: “Make a profit, earn amber from Sardis, if you wish, and Indian gold 
… but they fall, aged Tiresias, even the most clever of men fall shamefully when they speak shameful 
words well for the sake of profit” (κερδαίνετ᾽, ἐµπολᾶτε τἀπὸ Σάρδεων / ἤλεκτρον, εἰ βούλεσθε, καί τὸν 
Ἰνδικὸν / χρυσόν … πίπτουσι δ᾽, ὦ γεραιὲ Τειρεσία, Βροτων / χοἰ πολλὰ δεινοὶ πτώµατ᾽αἴσχρ᾽, ὅταν 
λόγους / αἰσχροὺς καλῶς λέγωσι τοῦ κέρδους χάριν). Cf. Sophocles, Oedipus Tyrranos, 387-389, where 
Oedipus accuses Tiresias of being a charlatan: ὑφεὶς µάγον τοιόνδε µηχανορρράφον, / δόλιον ἀγύρτην, 
ὅστις ὲν τοῖς κέρδεσιν / µόνον δέδορκε, τὴν τέχνην δ᾽ ἔφυ τυφλός.  
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Philoctetes. Phillips has posited that Ulysses was likely a popular comic figure as well, 
according to fragments and titles of lost mythological comedies.15 He is also the hero of 
our only complete extant satyr play, Euripides’ Cyclops. 
There are certainly dramatic precedents for Horace’s negative depiction of 
Ulysses. The nature of his debasement in Sermones 2.5 is consistent with the hero’s 
villainous characterization in Sophocles’s Philoctetes. In both the satire and the tragedy, 
Ulysses is depicted as scheming and covetous. In the Philoctetes, he plans to trick the 
title character in order to steal his legendary bow and solicits the help of Neoptolemus to 
accomplish this. Ulysses effectively plays Tiresias’ role in the drama: he attempts to 
corrupt Neoptolemus, advising him to obtain his prize through deceit. 16 This negative 
stereotype provides a predecent for Horace’s Ulysses to be so quick to abandon his heroic 
persona and accept Tiresias’ unscrupulous advice. 
                                                        
15 Phillips (1959), pp. 58-67. Lejay (1911) also points to evidence of and scholarship on Ulysses’ comic 
roots: “Elle devait être encore plus visible dans les comédies et les drames satyriques où Ulysse était 
donné pour un aventurier, pour un colporteur, pour un fruitier, pour un marchand de cochons, dans l’  
Ὀδυσσεὺς αὐτόµολος, l’ Ὀδυσσεὺς ναυαγός d’Epicharme, dans l’ Ἀχαιῶν συνδειπνον η συνδειπνοι de 
Sophocle, dans d’autres encore (voy. Mahaffy, The degradation of Odysseus in Greek literature, dans 
l’Hermathena, Dublin, 1875, t. I, 265; J.-O. Schmidt dans le Lexikon der gr. U. röm. Mythologie de 
Roscherm III, 638; cf. Wecklein, Sitzungsberichte de Munich, 1909, 1, 5),” p. 477. 
16 Sophocles, Philoctetes, 55-85: “It is necessary that you ensnare the soul of Philoctetes with wiles, 
speaking in any way … you must play subtle tricks in order to become the thief of these unconquered 
arms. I know well, child, it is not in your nature to say such things nor to devise malice: but it is sweet to 
take possession of victory. Be bold: we will be revealed as just men in turn. Now for a brief shameless 
part of the day give yourself to me, and for the rest of time you may be called the most righteous of men”  
(τὴν Φιλοκτήτου σε δεῖ / ψυχὴν ὅπως δόλοισιν ἐκκλέψεις λέγων … δεῖ σοφισθῆναι, κλοπεὺς / ὅπως 
γενήσει τῶν ἀνικήτων ὅπλων. / ἔξοιδα, παῖ, φύσει σε µὴ πεφυκότα / τοιαῦτα φωνεῖν µηδὲ τεχνᾶσθαι 
κακά: / ἀλλ᾽ ἡδὺ γάρ τι κτῆµα τῆς νίκης λαβεῖν, / τόλµα: δίκαιοι δ᾽ αὖθις ἐκφανούµεθα. / νῦν δ᾽εἰς 




Drawing on this rich theatrical tradition, Horace nods to his characters’ previous 
dramatic incarnations and places them on a satiric stage.17 Furthermore, he converts key 
elements of their epic personae into distinctly dramatic attributes. In particular, he 
translates Ulysses’ legendary cunning and tenacity into evidence of his natural aptitude 
for acting. Both Ulysses and Tiresias refer to the captatio project as an “art” (quibus 
amissas reparare queam res/ artibus atque modis, 2-3; artem illusus omittas, 26).18 It 
demands a particular set of skills with which Ulysses (doloso, 3; astutus, 23) is uniquely 
gifted. Tiresias tells him that he will need to demonstrate both craft and persistence: 
“Persist and endure, whether the red Dog Star cleaves mute statues or Furius, swollen 
with rich tripe, showers the snowy Alps with white snow (persta atque obdura, seu rubra 
Canicula findet/ infantis statuas seu pingui tentus omaso/ Furius hibernas cana nive 
conspuet Alpis, 39-41). In this way, Horace exploits Ulysses’ Homeric persona as the 
man of many wiles whose heroism is distinguished by his intellect and his ability to 
endure extended trials – whether a decade-long war, a ten year voyage home, or an 
elaborate money-making scheme.19  
                                                        
17 Both Lucilius and Varro seem to have written satires on aspects of the Ulysses legends as well, cf. Rudd 
(1966), p. 236. 
18 As Muecke (1993), points out, “In this satire, Horace does not merely identify some modes of friendship 
as exploitative, but, and this is the brilliant part of his satiric conception (Sallmann, 181-2), he 
systematizes this exploitation into an ‘art’ which can be taught, perhaps taking a hint from the parasites of 
Greek comedy,” p. 178. 
19 Horace later returns to the topic of Ulysses’ legendary cunning and endurance in Epistles 1.2.17 ff. In 
this letter, the poet praises Ulysses for these same qualities and refers to them in order to represent the 
hero as a paragon of morality. Although Sermones 2.5 and Epistles 1.2 differ in both genre and tone, they 
are surprisingly similar with respect to their didactic premise and subject matter. In Epistles 1.2, Horace 
advises a certain Lollius Maximus to reject material wealth and devote himself to the study of moral 
philosophy. If this is the same Lollius as the addressee of Epistles 1.18, then he is a prospective client like 
Ulysses in Sermones 2.5. Epistles 1.2, published about 10 years after Sermones 2.5, could even be read as 
a moral follow-up to Sermones 2.5. Rudd (1966) encourages us not to overanalyze Horace’s use of the 
Homeric hero. He, rightly, points out that “the Ulysses of 2.5 is a comic abstraction, designed as an 
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Ulysses is the ideal (con-)artist to demonstrate the theatrics of social performance. 
He is an accomplished actor, as evidenced by the range of his role-playing in the 
Odyssey.20 He is constantly donning disguises in his eponymous epic. Athena alternately 
enhances his beauty and also disfigures him, according to their various strategies. Ulysses, 
at one point or another, attempts to conceal his identity from each of his loved ones – 
including his own son, father, and nurse – as well as from villains like the suitors and the 
Cyclops. His commitment to the craft is perhaps most powerfully illustrated in Book 19, 
when he persists in maintaining his beggar disguise in front of a tearful Penelope at the 
very moment of their long-awaited reunion.21 He refuses to break character until he has 
accomplished his ultimate goal of exacting vengeance and establishing justice. Horace 
takes this pattern of behavior to its satirical extreme. He exploits Ulysses’ epic acting 
skills and redirects them towards a new satiric goal of acquiring both social and financial 
capital.  
 
Dramatic Devices in Sermones 2.5 
Horace employs numerous dramatic devices to tell this scandelous story. First and 
foremost, he uses dialogue both to shape the overarching structure of the poem and also                                                                                                                                                                      
instrument of social satire. And the target of that satire is legacy-hunting. In the same way (and it is 
strange how often this is forgotten) the Ulysses who appears in Epist. 1.2 as an example of virtus and 
sapientia is an abstraction designed to meet the purpose of a moral epistle. It is needless condescension 
on our part to imagine that Horace’s real view of the Homeric Ulysses differed in any essential feature 
from our own. And indeed the two abstractions just mentioned, when set side by side, point to a lively 
awareness of that ambiguity in the hero’s character which Stanford has so fruitfully explored,” p. 235. Cf. 
Stanford (1963). 
20 Lejay (1911): “Ses moeurs, sa sagesse, son éloquence, peut-être aussi son costume de mendiant, le 
rendent “antisthénien” (E. Weber, dans les Leipziger Studien, X, p. 227). C’était peut-être pour Horace 
encore une raison de le prendre comme héros… D’autre part, sa ruse, ses mensonges, sa conduite 
équivoque le préparent au rôle d’intrigant et de coquin,” pp. 476-477. 
21 Homer, Odyssey 19.53 ff. 
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to craft a sort of a play-within-a-play. Secondly, he includes specific stage directions, 
effectively transforming the satire into a script. Third, he equips his protagonists with 
masks familiar from the Greek and Roman dramatic genres. And finally, he weaves in 
both dramatic and dramaturgical diction. Horace thus creates a vivid theatrical world and 




Dialogue is arguably the most striking dramatic feature of this sermo. Horace 
utilizes dialogue in two ways: First, he constructs the overall architecture of the poem as 
a conversation between two actors. Secondly, he has Tiresias voice and act out a number 
of auxiliary characters in a series of vignettes performed for Ulysses. By establishing this 
dual dramatic framework, Horace plays up the theatrical nature of the poem’s subject 
matter. By setting his study of social performance within a poem structured as a dramatic 
performance, Horace combines the medium and the message.  
 
A. Tiresias/ Ulysses Dialogue  
Horace enlivens the dialogue by playing with our expectations about the 
character’s voices. One moment, Tiresias and Ulysses speak in lofty language that befits 
their tragic and epic personae. The next, they say culturally incongruous or ethically 
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inappropriate things that undercut their dignitas.22 This tension between tragedy and 
comedy contributes to the satiric tone of their dialogue and the poem as a whole. 
Ulysses attempts to maintain a heroic façade. His struggle to do so is reflected 
both in the word choice and in the meter. After he poses his initial ignoble question, he is 
quick to defend himself when Tiresias laughs and asks: “isn’t it enough just to get home 
and look upon (aspicere) your household gods?” Ulysses immediately replies, 
overlapping with Tiresias by way of an elision: “O you who have spoken falsely to no 
one, do you see how I am returning home penniless and resourceless, according to your 
prophecy” (“O nulli quicquam mentite, vides ut/ nudus inopsque domum redeam te 
vate…,” 5-6). The striking elision between Tiresias’ final word, “aspicere,” and Ulysses’ 
exclamation, “O,” does away with the natural pause between speakers. The meter thus 
reinforces the alacrity of Ulysses’ response and reflects the speed and agility of his 
legendary craftiness (doloso) at work.  
The blind prophet, however, sees past his puffery. He encourages Ulysses to drop 
the act and just be frank: “All beating about the bush aside, since you shudder at poverty, 
learn by what calculation you can become rich” (quando pauperiem missis ambagibus 
horres, / accipe qua ratione queas ditescere, 9–10). This straightforward – distinctly non-
Delphic diction – anticipates the satiric language that will dominate the rest of the poem. 
                                                        
22 As Fairclough (1913) observes, “satire is confessedly verse on a comparatively low plane. It is merely 
versified prose of a conversational tone, and the subject matter is drawn from the sphere of daily life. In 
these respects, satire resembles comedy. The latter takes its subjects from ordinary life, while its language 
is sermo merus (Serm. 1.4,48). Horace writes sermoni propiora (ib. 42), and calls his satires sermones, 
‘talks’, ‘causeries’… Horace’s ‘talks’ are on the incidents and aspects of everyday life, and show a steady 
tendency toward the discussion of a philosophy of life,” p. 187. 
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Horace thus corrupts his protagonists, reimagining them in deviant (and devious) 
ways. At the same time, he does not completely depart from their traditional 
characterizations. Instead, he holds them up to a fun-house mirror, exaggerating their 
most salient attributes. In particular, he exploits Ulysses’ legendary cunning and Tiresias’ 
prophetic expertise. For example, Tiresias assumes the respectable, religious role of an 
augur when he incorporates the flight of birds into his prophetic advice: “if a thrush or 
another personal object is given to you, let it fly away to that place…” (turdus/ sive aliud 
privum dabitur tibi, devolet illuc, 10-11). Using enjambment, Horace separates the word 
illuc – “to that place” – from the description of the place itself. He sets up a comic 
paraprosdokian and delays revealing the rather surprising location until the next line. 
Only then do we learn that Tiresias is instructing Ulysses to let the bird fly away… 
toward the “gleaming riches of an old master” (res ubi magna nitet domino sene, 12). His 
augury takes an abrupt, unorthodox turn and winds up portending the crooked captatio 
project.  
Tiresias continues to make a travesty of religious protocol. He applies the 
language and imagery of religious ritual not to the gods, but rather to a patron.23 As if 
describing a formal sacrifice, the prophet encourages the hero to make an offering to his 
potential patron. He tells him to present this individual with “sweet fruits and whatever 
gifts your tilled land bears for you” (dulcia poma/ et quoscumque feret cultus tibi fundus 
honores, 12-13). In a bold – and arguably sacrilegious – declaration, Tiresias asserts that 
                                                        
23 As Haight (1947) observes, “Teiresias presents his shocking advice in elegant and distinguished language, 
with complete imperturbaility and clarity,” p. 152. On the style of Tiresias’ language, see also Roberts 
(1984), p. 429 ff. and Lejay (1911), pp. 488-490. 
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the rich man is more worthy of worship than one’s own household god: “Let one who is 
more venerable than the Lar taste before the Lar” (ante Larem gustet venerabilior Lare 
dives,24 14). Adding even further insult to injury, he exalts the rich man no matter how 
wicked or impious he may be: “Although he may be perjured, without a family, stained 
with fraternal blood, a fugitive, nevertheless if he asks do not refuse to walk on his 
outside as a companion” (qui quamvis periurus erit, sine gente, cruentus/ sanguine 
fraterno, fugitivus, ne tamen illi/ tu comes exterior si postulet ire recuses, 15-17).  
 Ulysses, still clinging to his heroic persona, responds with appropriate outrage at 
the suggestion. One key line later, he changes his tune:   
UL. Am I to defend the flank of filthy Dama? Not thus did I conduct myself at Troy, 
fighting with better men.  
 
TIR. Then you will be poor.  
 
UL. I shall order my stout soul to endure this; at one time I bore greater hardships...”  
 
utne tegam spurco Damae latus? haud ita Troiae  
me gessi certans semper melioribus. ‘ergo  
pauper eris.’ fortem hoc animum tolerare iubebo;  
et quondam maiora tuli ….   (18–21)  
 
 Horace makes use of short, almost stichomythic banter in line 20 when Tiresias 
delivers his concise prognosis ergo pauper eris and Ulysses immediately volleys back 
with fort(em) hoc animum tolerare iubebo (20–1). Horace skillfully manipulates the 
meter to illustrate the lightning speed of Ulysses’ change of heart. Line 20 (paūpěr ěrīs  
fōrt[em] hōc ănǐmūm tǒlěrārě iǔbēbō) is markedly dactylic and brisk. The caesura in the 
second foot marks the shift in the speaker. Ulysses processes and articulates his response 
literally without a missing a beat; his reply immediately picks up and completes the                                                         
24 There may be an aural pun here, associating the rich man (dives) with a god (divus).  
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rhythm introduced by Tiresias. The elision between fortem and hoc might further suggest 
the haste of his speech. It is as if Ulysses cannot get the words out of his mouth fast 
enough and he ends up slurring them together. The comic timing conveyed by the meter 
complements the comic sense of his words; Ulysses uses this powerful, traditionally 
heroic statement, fōrt[em] hōc ănǐmūm tǒlěrārě iǔbēbō, to express his completely 
antiheroic willingness to compromise the position he just articulated.  
 He seems to catch himself and regain some composure in the next line (et quondam  
maiora tuli). This mock epic expression recalls his words in Od. 20.18: τέτλαθι δή,  
κραδίη: καὶ κύντερον ἄλλο ποτ᾽ ἔτλης (“Endure now heart, as you once endured more 
terrible things at another time”).25 The initial sequence of long solemn syllables (ēt 
quōndām māiōră tŭlī) contrasts with the ignoble haste of the previous line. In this way, 
the metrical juxtaposition further illustrates the hero’s comedic degradation.  
 While the overall structure of the sermo is a dialogue, for most of the satire Tiresias 
preaches in lengthy, weighty monologues well suited to the august mode of a venerable 
prophet.26 In this way, Horace recalls the solemnity of Tiresias’ traditional persona, while 
at the same time subverting it. One minute, he refers to Ulysses by his patronymic epithet 
and reminds the son of Laertes (and us) about his own solemn status and Apollonian 
accreditation: “O son of Laertes, whatever I say will either happen or not; for great 
Apollo gives me the gift of divination” (O Laertiade, quidquid dicam aut erit aut non:/                                                         
25 Cf. Verg. Aen. 1.199.  
26 This long, sermonizing monologue is very Terentian in style. Cf. Delignon (2004): “Cette prédilection 
pour le thématique aux dépens du dramatique et du narratif explique la place singulière qu’Horace 
accorde dans son recueil à Térence. Ce dernier met en effet volontiers dans la bouche de ses personnages 
de longs dévelopements moraux, conférant à ses comédies le rythme tempéré qui leur vaut le nom de 
statariae,” p. 160. 
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divinare etenim magnus mihi donat Apollo, 59-60). The next, he abruptly explodes this 
glimpse of gravitas and escalates his outrageous advice.27 There is a pronounced 
disparity between the manner in which Tiresias speaks and the actual content of his 
speech. Rudd remarks, “This is what has become of the prophet whom Sophocles called 
‘the divine man in whom alone truth is implanted’ (OT 298-9).”28 By putting profane 
words in the prophet’s mouth, Horace playfully perverts his traditional persona. He gives 
both Tiresias and Ulysses strikingly satirical voices with which to participate in the 
dialogue. 
 
B. Tiresias’ Dramatic Vignettes 
 
In addition to the larger structure of the satire, Horace also exploits dialogue on a 
smaller scale. Over the course of the poem, Tiresias performs a series of dramatic 
vignettes for Ulysses, the satire’s internal audience. The prophet ventriloquizes multiple 
characters in a kind of play-within-a-play, or at least short scenes within the larger 
dramatic structure of the poem. These brief comic sketches resemble mimes with respect 
to both content and characters. They correspond to the basic paradigm outlined by 
Fantham: “scenarios based on confidence tricks, disguise, and cheating lovers, in which 
the leading role might vary between the trickster and the elderly miser or foolish dupe.”29 
                                                        
27 This kind of linguistic burlesque is typical of Menippean satire. Cf. Relihan (1993) 26: “Vocabulary and 
grammar are allowed to be as fantastic as the action that they describe, and are suffered to alternate in the 
wildest swings from grand to low style, from fustian to textbook simplicity, from the recherché to the 
banal.” 
28 Rudd (1966), p. 228. 
29 Cf. Fantham (1989), p. 155. Horace frequently incorporates elements from the elusive genre of mime in 
his satires. Fantham (1989), p. 159 points to Sermones 1.8 and 1.9, for example, in which Horace 
employs the mimic motif of “last-minute escape.” On the mimic elements in these two satires, see also 
Lejay (1911), p. xxxix. Brown (1993), p. 113, among others, has noted the conspicuous allusion to the 
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Tiresias functions as a sort of archimimus here, narrating and enacting each episode for 
Ulysses (and us). Tiresias “does voices,” as it were, playing multiple parts in this poem. 
His most substantial role is none other than a satiric version of Ulysses himself. Tiresias 
illustrates his advice for the hero by acting it out for him. He plays the part of Ulysses the 
Captator/ Client, demonstrating not only how the hero should behave, but also what he 
should say in rather delicate social situations. Tiresias directly speaks for Ulysses three 
times in the satire—at lines 32, 91 and 101 respectively—and indirectly suggests what he 
should say approximately eleven times.30     The first time that Tiresias speaks directly for Ulysses, he advises him on how to 
approach a potential patron. The prophet scripts the hero’s lines, explains his motivation, 
and ultimately performs the scene himself:   
“Quintus,” say, or “Publius” (delicate little ears delight in a first name) “your virtue has 
made me your friend. I understand the ambiguous law, I know how to defend cases. I’d 
sooner let someone rip out my eyes than let him despise you or defraud you of as much as 
an empty nutshell. This is my concern, that you neither lose anything nor become a joke.”  
 
“Quinte,” puta, aut “Publi,” (gaudent praenomine molles  
auriculae) “tibi me uirtus tua fecit amicum;  
ius anceps novi, causas defendere possum;  
eripiet quivis oculos citius mihi quam te  
contemptum cassa nuce pauperet; haec mea cura est,  
ne quid tu perdas neu sis iocus.” (32–37)  
   This speech is loaded with comic nuance. I will discuss the poet’s pervasive use of 
comedic diction in a later section of this chapter. For now, let us examine other comedic 
elements in this speech. The casual, disarming vocatives establish a colloquial voice. The 
condescending adjective “delicate” (molles, 32) and the diminutive term “little ears”                                                                                                                                                                      
“adultery mime” in S. 1.2.127–34. Juvenal develops this mimic motif (e.g., 6.41–4 and 8.196–7).  
30 These are most easily seen when Tiresias uses a specific verb to denote speech or the absence thereof (i.e. 
iubēre, 37–8; laudāre, 72 and 74–5; silēre, 90–1; monēre 93–4; dicere and addicere, 106–9). I also 
include in this list the verbs abnuere (51–4) and tradere (75–6), which could imply speech along with 
gesture, and Tiresias’ periphrastic use of urgēre and inflāre (96–8).  
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(auriculae, 33) set a tongue-in-cheek tone. The use of uirtus (33), to characterize the 
patron after his earlier unflattering depiction, underscores the hypocrisy of Tiresias’ 
words. There is also inherent comedy in the famously blind prophet wagering his eyes 
(35), even if he is speaking for another character. In this way, Tiresias puts expressly 
comic words in Ulysses’ mouth.   
 Besides Ulysses the Captator/ Client, Tiresias also gives voice to three other 
characters in this satire. At line 42, he plays a nameless witness, who comments upon the 
hero’s exceptional patience and loyalty: “‘Don’t you see,’ someone tapping a bystander 
with his elbow will say, ‘how long–suffering, how attached to his friends, how passionate 
he is?’” (“nonne vides,” aliquis cubito stantem prope tangens/ inquiet, “ut patiens, ut 
amicis aptus, ut acer?” 42–43). This nameless witness represents the larger target 
audience of Ulysses’ performance, beyond his current patron. Tiresias encourages 
Ulysses to play to the crowd of gullible spectators, as well as to his benefactor, in order to 
promote his reputation and set up future patronage opportunities. The prophet assures the 
hero that “more tunny-fish will swim up and the ponds will grow” (plures adnabunt 
thynni et cetaria crescent, 44).   At line 96, Tiresias also voices the hypothetical patron himself. Horace allows this 
buffoonish figure one brief exclamation in the entire poem. All the patron ever says is 
“Hey now!” or “Enough already!” (96) in response to the continuous and aggressive 
flattery of Ulysses the Captator/ Client. It is entirely fitting that these are the patron’s 
only and final words. This is the first we hear from the patron directly, and the last we 
hear of him at all before his death just a few lines later at line 99. The poem also 
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concludes not long thereafter at line 110. Freudenburg observes that at least two other 
Horatian satires, specifically Sermones 1.1 and 2.8, abruptly cease with this statement 
(“enough already!”) in one form or another.31 When the patron finally gets a word in 
edgewise, it is with great comic effect that he calls for an end to Ulysses’ performance, 
while at the same time signaling his own end and that of the satire.  
 One additional part that Tiresias performs for Ulysses is a reader of the will:  
When he has relieved you from long servitude and care and (certain that you’re awake) 
you hear ‘Of a fourth part let Ulysses be heir,’ say: ‘Therefore my companion Dama is no 
more? Where will I ever find another friend so courageous and so faithful?” and, if you 
are able to cry a little, you can conceal your expression betraying gladness.” 
 
cum te servitio longo curaque levarit,  
et certum vigilans, QUARTAE SIT PARTIS VLIXES,  
audieris, HERES: “ergo nunc Dama sodalis  
nusquam est? unde mihi tam fortem tamque fidelem?”   
sparge subinde et, si paulum potes illacrimare: est  
gaudia prodentem vultum celare. (99–104)   
 The prophet tells the hero to react appropriately when he hears someone say: “Of a 
fourth part, let Ulysses be … heir” (100-101).” Here the poet uses enjambment for 
dramatic effect: he withholds the word “heir” (heres, 101) until the next line, leaving us 
to wonder what exactly Ulysses has coming to him. When the reader of the will finally 
pronounces the word heres, he confirms that Ulysses’ scheme has been successful. It also 
cues the hero’s grand finale, his last chance to make an impression on his larger target 
audience, any prospective patrons who might be watching.  
 Jumping back into the role of Ulysses the Captator/ Client, Tiresias speaks directly 
for the hero one final time (101–2). The sarcasm of these lines is palpable. On the one 
                                                        
31 Freudenburg (1993), p. 235: “The hasty retreat of the dinner guests [S. 2.8] alludes to the last lines of 
Satires 1.1, where the satirist, the “full dinner guest” (conuiva satur) of line 119 says simply, ‘Enough 
now’, [iam satis est] and within two lines he brings the piece to an abrupt close.”  
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hand, Tiresias (speaking as Ulysses) identifies Dama as his bosom buddy (sodalis, 101).32 
On the other hand, the “real” Ulysses called this same Dama spurcus (“filthy”) back in 
line 18.33 This conspicuous contradiction once again confirms the duplicity at the core of 
Tiresias’ advice and the need for prodigious acting skills to carry it out.  
 
II. Stage Directions 
 
A. Tiresias/ Ulysses Dialogue   Horace builds upon the theatrical structure of the satire by incorporating specific 
stage directions, both on the larger level of the Ulysses/Tiresias dialogue and also on the 
smaller scale of Tiresias’ play-within-a-play. An example of the former occurs at the 
opening of poem:  
UL. Answer me this as well, Tiresias, beyond what you’ve already said. By what arts and 
measures can I recover my lost riches? Why are you laughing?  
 
Hoc quoque, Teresia, praeter narrata petenti  
responde, quibus amissas reparare queam res  
artibus atque modis. quid rides? (1–3)  
 
Horace is encoding a dramatic cue here; he is indicating that Tiresias should laugh at that 
moment, notably at the line’s principal caesura. This seemingly minor detail is actually 
quite significant. In conjunction with the dialogue format, these stage directions                                                         
32 The name Dama, in and of itself, further contributes to the pervasive theme of performance in this satire. 
Frances Muecke points out that it is a “typical slave name, often found in Latin legal works for a 
hypothetical slave, cf. Sat. 1.6.38, 2.5.18, 101, [2.7.54], Pers. 5.76,” n. 53 ff., p. 220. On the one hand, 
Horace might be using it to suggest that the patron is a freedman like Petronius’s Trimalchio, a former 
slave who retains some of his lower class stature despite his newfound prosperity. On the other hand, he 
might also name the patron Dama as a kind of elitist insult, suggesting that he is actually an aristocrat 
behaving in a manner unbefitting of his caste. The name Dama, then, takes on a carnivalesque function, 
inverting the normal social order. In this Saturnalian space, the master becomes the slave and the slave 
becomes the master. In this way, Horace simultaneously comments upon these social roles and continues 
to cultivate a vivid theatrical atmosphere.  
33 On spurcus, see Muecke (1993), p. 182: “(the sole instance in Horace) is emphatic. The man is not only a 
slave, as his name shows (Sat. 2.7.54N), but also of unsavory character. Cf. Lucil. 173 W (of a gladiator).” 
  
76 
effectively turn the satire into a script. They introduce a sound effect and an action, 
namely laughter, and contribute to bringing an otherwise static conversation to life.34 It is 
telling that laughter is the very first gesture that Horace chooses to describe. With these 
two simple words, quid rides, he establishes a comedic tone for the poem, right from the 
start.  
 There is an additional stage direction at the very end of the satire. When Tiresias 
prepares to make his exit, he announces: “But imperious Proserpina is dragging me away.  
Live long and farewell” (sed me / imperiosa trahit Proserpina; vive valeque, 109–110). 
Wolter identifies this particular moment as a prime example of a dramatic exodus.35 The 
reference to Proserpina is very likely just a figure of speech, but in the spirit of comedy, it 
might also signal a kind of parodic deus ex machina finale.36 These words are charged 
with comic potential. The impression they create is similar to that of an oversized hook 
reaching out from the wings and dragging a vaudeville performer off the stage. The 
diction of line 110 supports this burlesque interpretation. There is striking disparity 
between the epic/tragic language, imperiosa Proserpina, and the comic/casual, vive 
valeque.37 This sharp juxtaposition reinforces the playful tone of this particular moment 
and the satire as a whole.  
 
                                                          
34 Wolter (1970), p. 211 points to corresponding evidence of stage directions elsewhere in Horace’s Satires, 
for example the movements of the witches in Sermones 1.8.  
35 Wolter (1970), p. 210. 
36 Cf. Anderson (1956), p. 150. Anderson points out that Sermones 1.9, a similarly dramatic satire, ends 
with a deus ex machina resolution, only this time it is Apollo who spirits the protagonist away.  
37 Muecke (1993), p. 193 describes vive valeque as an “everyday expression, cf. Plaut. Mil. 1340, Catull. 




B. Tiresias’ Dramatic Vignettes 
 On the smaller scale of Tiresias’ play-within-a-play, the prophet describes and 
likely simulates 38 for Ulysses the behavior of an “ideal” client. The success of the hero’s 
captatio depends on his ability to play his part convincingly.39 Tiresias coaches him on 
the specific body language that he will have to master, choreographing step-by-step 
movements that Ulysses must execute when presented with his benefactor’s will:  
If someone hands over a will for you to read, remember to refuse and to move the tablets 
away from you, in such a way that you can still snatch a sidelong glance at what the first 
page ‘wills’ on the second line...” 
 
qui testamentum tradet tibi cumque legendum,  
abnuere et tabulas a te removere memento,  
sic tamen ut limis rapias quid prima secundo  
cera velit versu ….  (51–54)      Horace neatly alludes to the con itself in these stage directions. The tmesis in line 
51 (qui … cumque) cleverly illustrates the captator’s trap. The intricately woven syntax 
visually encloses both the will (testamentum) and Ulysses (tibi) within the word 
quicumque. In this way, Horace poetically draws the tablets in toward the hero (qui 
testamentum tradet tibi cumque), at the same time that Tiresias tells Ulysses to push them 
away.    Throughout the satire, Tiresias communicates his stage directions with an                                                         
38 Panayotakis (2005) 182–3 asserts that in Roman comedies it is appropriate to expect gestures when the 
author has one character describe the movements of another. Wolter (1970) 213 entertains the possibility 
that Tiresias’ advice here might have been accompanied by particular gestures. He says that Tiresias 
could very well have mimed the comic Davus with “his head tilted to the side, resembling one who is 
much afraid” (capite obstipo multum similis metuenti) in the same way as he could have acted out other 
directions like “assault him with obedience” (obsequio grassare) and “creep up courteously” (adrepe 
officiosus).  
39 Quinn (1982), p. 145 makes an analogous observation regarding the “stage directions” in Ovid’s Ars: 
“When Ovid talks of writing poems in praise of one’s mistress, he takes it for granted that the poems will 
be read to her by the lover and that their success as a stratagem of conquest will depend on the skill of the 
performer (Ovid Ars 2.283–4).” See also Lejay (1911), pp. 482-483.  
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impressive number of imperatives, as well as prohibitive and jussive subjunctives. He 
employs five prohibitive subjunctives (16–17, 24–6, 89), ten jussive subjunctives (11, 14, 
23, 53, 72, 91, 92, 106), and twenty–six (possibly twenty–seven)40 imperative verbs in 
these 110 lines (10, 29, 31, 32, 38, 39, 48, 52, 55, 75, 76, 88, 93, 94, 95, 97, 98, 103, 105, 
108, 110). He also uses the indicative iubeo to issue a command in line 70 and the gentle, 
periphrastic exhortation adiuuat hoc quoque (“this too helps”) in line 73. In this way, he 
is able to set out specific and compelling instructions for Ulysses. He frequently groups 
imperative verbs together in order to enhance their individual and collective force. Lines  
38 and 39, for example, contain four imperatives in close proximity: “Bid him to look 
after his little hide. Become his advocate; Persist and endure ….” (pelliculam curare  
iube; fi cognitor ipse, / persta atque obdura41 ....). This rhetorical strategy enables  
Tiresias to build momentum and raise the dramatic stakes with each subsequent 
command42 His directions begin to sound more and more urgent and essential to the 
success of their scheme. They also become more and more outrageous, contributing to 
the satiric tone of the poem.  
 At line 84, however, Tiresias checks himself and warns Ulysses not to overact. He 
begins with a cautionary tale about an old woman who arranged for her corpse to be well                                                         
40 Regarding the grammatically ambiguous illacrimare (103), Muecke (1993), p. 193 observes: 
“Interpretation of the text is uncertain. Many editors take illacrimare as the infinitive after potes. 
According to Shackleton Bailey’s interpretation, it is the imperative of the deponent. This form is not 
well supported, the only certain instance being in the Digest. (It is a variant at Cic. Nat. D. 3.82.) On the 
other hand, the sequence of thought is better with the two imperatives coordinated by et, followed by an 
independent explanation.” 
41 The phrase persta atque obdura might well be meant to recall Catullus 8, itself a lively dramatic 
monologue.  
42 Lejay (1911), pp. 489–90 remarks that Tiresias’ sermon could have quickly become monotonous with its 
succession of commands and cold condescension. Horace avoided this by seeking variety and 
interweaving strategies of attack and defense.  
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oiled so that, in death, she might finally be able to slip from the overeager clutches of her 
greedy heir. To convey the importance of this message, Horace pulls out all the stops and 
activates imperative, prohibitive subjunctive, and jussive subjunctive constructions in 
quick succession. In simple imperative and declarative statements, Tiresias gives Ulysses 
clear instructions to temper his performance:  
Approach cautiously; neither neglect your service nor excessively overdo it. A chatterbox 
will offend someone who is morose and difficult to please; beyond ‘no’ and ‘yes’, be 
silent. Be Davus in the comedy and stand with your head tilted to the side, resembling 
one who is much afraid.  
 
…cautus adito:  
neu desis operae neve immoderatus abundes.  
difficilem et morosum offendet garrulus; ultra  
non etiam sileas. Davus sis comicus atque  
stes capite obstipo, multum similis metuenti.43 (88–92)  
 
 Horace reinforces the theatrical nature of these lines by employing Tiresias in a 
variety of dramaturgical roles. As director, Tiresias blocks out and explains the 
motivation behind Ulysses’ behavior. As playwright, Tiresias scripts the hero’s words, 
“no” and “yes.” As actor, he actually performs the part for Ulysses (and us).   
 Tiresias is expressly advocating strategic social performance at this moment. He 
prescribes both verbal and physical gestures for Ulysses to emulate in order to optimize 
his public perception and his personal gain. The most striking evidence of Horace’s 
correlation between dramatic and social performance appears in line 91, where he 
connects the social role of a client with the dramatic role of a slave. In the same verse, 
Tiresias summarizes “ideal” client conduct and also makes an overt theatrical reference to 
the clever slave of comedy, Davus. I will discuss the significance of this particular                                                         
43 Lejay (1911), p. 486 observes that these are typical servile gestures for feigning modesty, according to 
Persius (3.80) and Quintilian (Inst. 11. 3.83).  
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comedic stock character in more detail in a later section of this chapter, as well as in 
chapter 3. For now let us simply note that Davus comicus, as the epithet suggests, is an 
explicitly dramatic figure.   When Tiresias tells Ulysses to become (sis, 91) this comic figure, he is specifically 
instructing the man of many wiles to act.44 He reinforces this point, once again, by 
blocking out specific stage directions to help Ulysses craft his performance. Manipulating 
several layers of theatricality, Horace depicts Tiresias playing Ulysses playing Davus. 
Issuing a striking six imperatives in six lines (93–8), Tiresias both prescribes and 
performs the role of a slave for Ulysses:45 
Assault him with obedience; warn him, if a breeze grows strong, to be careful and cover 
up his dear head; If there is a crowd, use your shoulders to make way for him. If he is 
chatty, bind your ear to him. If he is relentless in his love of praise, press on, continue to 
inflate his ego until he throws his hands up into the air and says “enough already!” 
 
obsequio grassare; 46 mone, si increbruit aura,  
cautus uti velet carum caput; extrahe turba  
oppositis umeris; aurem substringe loquaci.  
importunus amat laudari: donec ohe! iam  
ad caelum manibus sublatis dixerit, urge,  
crescentem tumidis infla sermonibus utrem.47 (93–98)   
 By describing these loudly obsequious and insincere gestures, Horace calls 
attention to and criticizes the hypocrisy of social performance. He does so within the                                                         
44 Muecke (1993): “the advice is to use a slave role in comedy as a model for acting a slave role in real life; 
but Davus may well be a clever slave whose submission is simulated!,” p. 191. 
45 Lejay (1911): “Le commentaire de Donat sur Térence présente la remarque gestu servili (Andr., 183; 
Eun., 274), gestu servili et nimis leviori personae congrue dictum est (Ad., 567). Dans les trois cas, un 
esclave apprécie l’acte d’un home libre avec amertume or ironie. Dans les deux premiers, il branle la tête 
en constatant un trait de duplicité (cum agitation captitis, sur Andr., 183). Le troisième est une 
rectification ironique, et encore ici, l’esclave, le Syrus des Adelphes, peut branler la tête,” p. 486. 
46 Lejay (1911): “L’attitude penchée est toujours suspecte. Elle dénonce des moeurs viles, la duplicité, la 
servilité,” p. 488. 
47 Roberts (1984): “Line 98 is in the form of a chiastic golden line, particularly striking since Tiresias 
usually adopts a straightforward, matter-of-fact style. The word utrem is delayed to the end of the line to 
give it maximum impact. This is just how the captator has come to view his victim: he is a bladder, 
capable of being inflated by the grossest gales of flattery,” p. 429. 
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immediate context of an explicitly theatrical metaphor, introduced by Davus sis comicus  
(91), and within the larger context of this highly dramatic satire.  
 
III. Dramatic Roles 
Davus is the most obvious and commonly observed stock character in Sermones 
2.5. However, Horace also populates this satire with a number of other familiar faces 
from the Greek and Roman stage. He casts his protagonists in diverse dramatic roles. One 
minute he depicts Ulysses as a tragic hero. The next, he portrays him as a comic pimp or 
parasite. By outfitting Ulysses with a variety of allusive theater masks, Horace once again 
underscores the prominence of performance as a central theme of this sermo.  
Throughout the satire, Tiresias urges Ulysses to try on a number of masks from 
the Greek New Comic and Roman Comic traditions.48 The prophet instructs the hero to 
act like several stock characters from the work of such influential playwrights as Eupolis 
and Menander, Plautus and Terence.49 In so doing, Horace once again draws attention to 
the theatricality at the core of Tiresias’ advice. As director, playwright, and actor in this 
                                                        
48 Wolter (1970): “Ulysses devient un personnage comique et Tirésias l’invite d’ailleurs à l’être: Davus sis 
comicus atque stes capite obstipo multum similis metuenti (91-92)… Les esclaves de la comédie sont 
peints sous les traits d’hommes fourbes, rusés, que flattent leur maître, qui font semblant d’obéir à ses 
ordres en baissant la tête, mais en vérité ils se jouent de leur maître et tâchent de le duper qu’ils 
s’appellent Davus, Syrus, Géta ou autrement,” p. 213. 
49 Freudenburg (1993): “Seeking to define his work from a theoretical standpoint, Horace consistently finds 
his best models in comedy… Priapus in Satires 1.8 shows strong affinities with the wily slave of comedy, 
and the bore of Satires 1.9 was regarded already by Porphyrion as a character dramaticus [see H. 
Musurillo, “Horace and the Bore: The Character Dramaticus of Sat. 1.9,” Classical Bulletin 40 (1964): 
65-69]. The trend continues into Book 2. Elizabeth Haight has argued that each of the satirist’s 
interlocutors in Book 2 resembles a Menandrian type [see E. Haight, “Menander at the Sabine Farm, 
Exemplar Vitae,” Classical Philology 42 (1947): 147-55. Kiessling and Heinze, LeJay, and other have 
identified Satires 2.3.259-71 as an adaptation of Terence Eunuchus 46-49 and 57-73],” p. 47. 
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mini-drama, Tiresias encourages Ulysses to take on several iconic roles including the 
Flatterer (parasitus),50 the Pimp (leno) and the Clever Slave (servus callidus). 
The Flatterer (parasitus) represents the comic extreme of the client.51 
Conventionally, this character exploits amicitia for personal gain, at the expense of his 
dignity.52 As if composing an actor’s handbook, Horace details a step-by-step, situation-
by-situation guide to playing a Flatterer.53 Tiresias tells Ulysses to appeal to his patron’s 
sense of pride (e.g. “tibi me virtus tua fecit amicum,” 33). He instructs him to 
demonstrate his devotion in both word and deed, standing by his benefactor through thick 
and thin (e.g. persta atque obdura, seu rubra Canicula findet/ infantis statuas seu pingui 
tentus omaso/ Furius hibernas cana nive conspuet Alpis, 39-41). Furthermore, the 
prophet explicitly instructs the hero to lie to his benefactor, diplomatically praising his 
terrible poetic compositions: “If the madman writes awful poems? Praise them” (scribet 
mala carmina vecors:/ laudato, 74-75).54 Praise is the hallmark of this stock character.55 
                                                        
50 Rudd (1966): “Horace’s captator has many points of contact with the flatterer and the parasite as 
portrayed in Theophrastus and Greco-Roman comedy. A large amount of comparative material on the 
flatterer will be found in O. Ribbeck, ‘Kolax,’ Abh. der Königl. Sächs. Ges. d. Wiss. (Philologisch-
Historische Classe 9 (Leipzig, 1883). See also R. G. Ussher’s commentary on the Characters of 
Theophrastus (London, 1960), pp. 43-50. Within Horace’s work references may be made to Sat. 1. 9 and 
to those rather uncomfortable epistles  1.17 and 1.18,” n. 17, p. 303. 
51 Cf. Damon (1990), especially pp. 193-195. 
52 Muecke (1993): “‘Captatio’ is merely amicitia viewed in a negative light; indeed, it springs from the 
very wide Roman notion of friendship, with its particular emphasis on the exchange of beneficia 
(Champlin, 1989, 212),” p. 178. 
53 Muecke (1993): “The Flatterer was shown in action in comedy (e.g. Strouthias in Menander’s Kolax, 
Gnatho the flattering parasite in Terence’s Eunuchus, cf. Lucil. 762W, sic amici quaerunt animum, rem 
parasiti ac ditias), and treatises on friendship distinguished the true friend from the flatterer (Cic. Amic. 
88-100, Plut. Mor. 48 Eff., How to tell a friend from a flatterer). Flattery in word and deed was one of the 
inheritance-hunter’s chief weapons. His employment of it, as well as his motivation, is what distinguishes 
him from the friend he poses as,” p. 177. 
54 Roberts (1984): “The association between poetic criticism and sincerity of friendship is insisted on also 
in the Ars P. 419-52. In the later work, too, Horace portrays dishonest poetic criticism as a form of 
flattery and hypocrisy. [C.O.] Brink [(Horace on Poetry ii [Cambridge 1971])] 400-1, 412-12, is unable 
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It is his preferred method of persuasion. Tiresias repeatedly encourages Ulysses to use 
praise in order to shape his public persona and manipulate his patron (e.g. laudes, 
lauderis, 72, laudato, 75, laudari, 96, laudet, 106).56  
In the process, Tiresias additionally casts the benefactor as a sort of Miles 
Gloriosus, who is eager to have his ego stroked and only too happy to support the 
sycophant that will accommodate him. Complementing this characterization is the 
benefactor’s earlier description as a gullible blowhard with plenty of means at his 
disposal: “[be the advocate of] whichever man is rich and without children, shameless 
and brazen, who recklessly calls a better man into court” (vivet uter locuples sine gnatis, 
improbus, ultro/ qui meliorem audax vocet in ius, 28-29). Like the Flatterer of comedy, 
the client in this satire is far cleverer than his buffoonish patron. He also deliberately 
plays to the audience. In enacting the role for Ulysses, Tiresias often nods to and winks at 
both his internal and external audience, making sure that we recognize the character’s 
subterfuge (e.g. “nonne vides,” aliquis cubito stantem prope tangens/ inquiet, “ut patiens, 
ut amicis aptus, ut acer?”/ plures adnabunt thynni et cetaria crescent, 42-44) . With this 
comedic analogy, Horace is able to mock the client and the patron, satirizing both parties 
for participating in this farcically parasitic relationship.  
In his play-within-a-play, Tiresias outlines and acts out the characteristics of the 
Flatterer for Ulysses, the satire’s internal audience. At the same time, Horace presents his 
external audience with an exaggerated caricature of a client, a role that he himself                                                                                                                                                                      
to adduce a Greek parallel for this association, but there is some evidence of a Lucilian precedent,” n.19, 
p. 433. 
55 Muecke (1993): “‘praise’ is a characterizing activity of the Flatterer, e.g. Eupolis Kolakes 159.9 K, Ter. 
Eun. 251, quidquid dicunt, laudo…,” p. 190, n. 74-75. 
56 Rudd (1966): “The theme of flattery… runs through the satire like a thread of gilt,” p. 232. 
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actually played in real life. His original external audience certainly included his own 
patron, among contemporary friends and detractors. By associating the social role of 
client with the dramatic role of Flatterer in such an extreme and unabashed way, Horace 
confronts the stereotypes and includes himself in the joke. In this way, he is able to 
address and diffuse the criticism that he himself likely received based on his close 
relationship with Maecenas.57 Using the poem as a platform, Horace exercises (relatively) 
free speech on this personal subject.  
In addition to the Flatterer, Tiresias also instructs Ulysses to play the part of the 
Pimp (leno). He encourages the hero to prostitute his own wife: “Don’t let him have to 
ask you; hand Penelope over voluntarily to the more capable man” (cave te roget; ultro/ 
Penelopam facilis potiori trade, 75-76). This shocking suggestion is all the more comical 
for its (mis)casting of Penelope, legendary for her loyalty, in the role of meretrix. Tiresias 
predicts that Penelope, like her other-half, will quickly abandon her values once she 
experiences even the smallest benefit from doing so. Horace takes this travesty to a 
further extreme, presenting the incongruous image of noble Penelope fastened to the old 
benefactor like a dog to a greasy hide: “Thus is your Penelope upright, but once she has 
tasted a little profit from an old man, having shared it with you, then she will never be 
                                                        
57 Keane (2006): “Horace … imagines himself on view before his public and his targets, as if satire’s 
exposing function were being inverted to make the poet a victim,” p. 18. Cf. especially Sermones 1.6, in 
which Horace paints a humble self portrait and defends his relationship with Maecenas. In his 
commentary on this satire, Brown (1993) says: “Horace pays eloquent tribute to what emerge as the two 
most beneficent influences on his life, his freedman father (cf. 4.105-27) and Maecenas, and at the same 
time defends himself against jealous critics of his standing with his patron and makes it clear that he 
nurses no political ambitions or aspirations to the senatorial cursus; whether or not, as has been 
sometimes suggested, he is tactfully declining an offer of the quaestorship made by Maecenas, his 




kept away, like a dog from a greasy hide” (Sic tibi Penelope frugi est, quae si semel uno/ 
de sene gustarit tecum partita lucellum,/ ut canis a corio numquam absterrebitur uncto, 
81-83).58 Horace turns Ulysses and Penelope’s perfect marriage upside down, subverting 
their traditional roles in this carnival-like, theatrical context.  
Horace’s most explicit reference to a stock character occurs when Tiresias tells 
Ulysses to become the comic Davus (Davus sis comicus, 91). As previously mentioned, 
this statement expressly equates the social role of client with the dramatic role of slave. It 
also reduces an epic hero to a lowly servant. The name Davus is significant: it refers to a 
particular stock character (Daos or Davus) from the comedies of Menander and 
Terence.59 Horace briefly mentions this figure in Sermones 1.10, Sermones 2.5 and in the 
Ars Poetica. 60 According to Muecke, in each instance, Davus represents the archetypal 
servus callidus.61 MacCary offers a more nuanced study of this figure, but ultimately 
comes to the same basic conclusion.62 He recognizes that Menander presents variations of 
Daos in his different plays, but determines that the playwright generally characterizes 
                                                        
58 Delignon (2004) relates this image to the bawdy body humor of Old Comedy, in particular the phallic 
costumes worn by the actors: “Il lui arrive certes de proposer de équivalents poétiques aux jeux de scène, 
aux masques ou aux postiches comiques. La personnification du sexe de l’adultère Villius ou le morceau 
de cuir trempé dans l’huile auquel Pénélope, prostituée à un vieux barbon, prend goût, évoquent ainsi le 
phallos dont étaient affublés les acteurs de la comédie ancienne, de certaines comédies moyennes et du 
mime latin,” p. 159. 
59 Cf. Legrand, (1910). For a general survey of Davus’ many appearances in Greco-Roman comedy, see 
Lejay (1911), p. 485 ff..  
60 Bo (1965): “servus in Menandrea comoedia, Davus sis comicus S. 2. 5, 91; ut nihil intersit, Davusne 
loquatur et audax  Pythias A.P. 237; cf. var. Davusne A.P. 114 (U M2 L2 R2 φ2 var. ψ2); arguta meretrice 
potes Davoque Chremeta  eludente senem comic garrire libellos  .., Fundani S. 2.1 0, 40.,” p. 112.  
61 Muecke (1993): “Davus’ name is important for his characterization: he is a servus callidus, the typical 
slave of comedy, cf. Menander (in eight plays), Plaut. Amph. 365, Ter. An. 194, Horace, Sat. 1.10.40, 
2.5.91, Ars P. 237,” p. 214.  
62 MacCary (1969), 277-294. See also ibid. (1970), pp. 277-290. 
  
86 
him as πανοῦργος.63 Brown challenges MacCary and others who broadly assimilate every 
slave named Davus, as well as Menander’s other recurring characters.64 He believes that 
Daos’s name and mask convey to the audience his status and profession, but not his 
personality: “Only the words and actions of the play made it clear whether they were 
going to get a simple or complex presentation, a standard type or something 
unexpected.”65  
Indeed, at first glance, Tiresias appears to describe an atypical version of Davus 
in Sermones 2.5. He seems to contradict the stereotype of the garrulous slave when he 
tells Ulysses to act like the comic Davus and remain silent (non etiam sileas. Davus sis 
comicus atque, 91). Traditionally, the servus callidus is notoriously outspoken. Horace 
will later emphasize this aspect of his stock characterization in Sermones 2.7, which I 
will explore in the following chapter. I would argue, however, that reticence is also 
consistent with Davus’ traditional persona.66 The clever slave is perfectly capable of 
self-restraint, especially when a ruse requires it. He frequently holds his tongue and 
refrains from revealing the truth when duping a comic villain, whether an elderly miser                                                         
63 MacCary (1969), p. 286.  He notes that in the Dyskolos, for example, Daos is “surly and rude to all but 
his rustic master and quick to think the worst of any city folk,” p. 283. In the Aspis, however, Daos is an 
honorable figure who tries to rescue his master’s sister from marrying a mean old miser.   
64 Brown (1987). He asserts, for example, that he does “not see the similarity between Daos the loyal slave 
of ‘Aspis’ … and Daos the shepherd of ‘Epitrepontes’ who is the loser in the arbitration scene,” p. 199. 
65 McC. Brown (1987), p. 190. 
66 MacCary praises Daos in the Aspis for his self-restraint, calling him “Menander’s most attractive slave.” 
He goes on to say: 
“What is most striking about Daos, besides the nobility of his mission and the cleverness with 
 which he carries off the deception of Smikrines, is his reticence; he never boasts of his sacrifice or 
 ingenuity nor does he abuse Smikrines. His three scenes with the old miser (Kasser, Papyrus 
 Bodner XXVI [Geneva 1969] 1-96, 164-249, 391-468) are models of disapproving deference, the 
 finest ‘put on’ in ancient comedy. What he manages to do is bring out all the worst aspects of 
 Smikrines’ obsession with money and insensitivity to human love and suffering, while refusing to 
 disagree openly with the rationale behind them.  
In the Aspis, then, one finds a Daos who is at once both clever and conciliatory, noble and servile, 
 disapproving and polite,” pp. 282-283. 
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or miles gloriosus. In Menander’s Aspis, for example, Daos devises and executes a plan 
to fool the lecherous Smikrines. He lies and tells him that his brother Chairestratos has 
died, so that he will eventually stop pursuing both his niece and her inheritance. Horace 
is likely referring to this kind of strategic silence in Sermones 2.5. He depicts Davus 
self-consciously performing within his own plays.  
 
IV. Dramatic and Dramaturgical Diction 
One final way in which Horace sets the stage for his discussion of social 
performance is through the use of dramatic and dramaturgical diction. By “dramatic 
diction” I mean the allusive, often idiomatic, vocabulary that Horace appropriates from 
playwrights such as Plautus and Terence. He frequently borrows colloquialisms from the 
Roman comic stage, channeling its ludic tone. Horace also weaves in discrete 
“dramaturgical diction,” that is, language describing mechanical aspects of a performance. 
These words, subtly interspersed throughout the text, repeatedly reinforce the fact that 
Tiresias is advising Ulysses to play a part. They establish and maintain an important 
boundary between the actor and the role that he is performing.  
 
A. Dramatic Diction 
Horace reinforces the theatricality of the client’s social performance by recycling 
lines from the popular comedies of Plautus and Terence. The familiar, derivative 
language reminds the audience that the client (in this case, Ulysses) is playing by generic 
rules. His behavior conforms to long-standing comedic conventions. Ulysses is advised to 
walk the walk, emulating the body language of a comedic client, and also to talk the talk, 
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speaking like a character in a comedy. The dramatic diction – expressed both in single 
words and full sentences – further characterizes the client as an actor.  
Muecke, among others, has identified numerous allusions to the Roman 
comedians in this satire. She notes that colloquialisms such as “eripiet quivis oculos citius 
mihi67 quam te/ contemptum cassa nuce68 pauperet” (35-36) are typical of Plautus, while 
other casual expressions such as “iocus”69 (37) recall Terence.70 The comedic language 
continues with Horace’s satiric appropriation of “obdura” (39), 71 “recoctus” (55), 72 
“hiantem” (56),73 “velit sibi” (61)74, and “scortator” (75).75  Although Horace regularly 
                                                        
67 Cf. Terence’s Eunuchus 740, where Thais threatens to have Thraso’s eyes plucked out, if he lays so 
much as a finger on her ward (atqui si illam digito attigerit uno, oculi ilico ecfodientur). Muecke (1993) 
cites Plautus’ Menaechmi 156 (oculum ecfodito per solum/ mihi, Menaechme, si ullum verbum faxo, nisi 
quod iusseris) and Pseudolus 510 (excludito mi hercle oculum, si dedero) as other examples of this comic 
exaggeration (p. 184, n. 35-37).  
68 This proverbial expression of worthlessness is also found in Plautus’ Pseudolus 371 (Ten, amatorem esse 
inventum inanem quasi cassam nucem?) and Rudens 1324 (cassam glandem!), as well as Miles Gloriosus 
316 (non ego tuam empsim vitam vitiosa nuce). 
69 Iocus (OLD 3): “Laughable, funny.” Muecke (1993) sees a connection between the use of the word here 
and its use in Terence’s Eunuchus 300 (ludum iocumque dicet fuisse illum alterum). Cf. Muecke (1993), p. 
184, n. 35-37. 
70 On Terence’s influence on Horace’s style, cf. Fairclough (1913), especially pp. 189-190, Sellar (1863), 
especially pp. 218 ff., and Tcherniaef (1900). 
71 Oduro (OLD 1): “To be persistent or obdurate, hold out, endure.” Cf. Pl. As. 322; Catullus 8.11; Ov. Am. 
3.117; Apul. Apol. 70. Muecke (1993) observes that this is the only instance of the word in all of 
Horace’s corpus (p. 185). It contributes to the sermo cotidianus. 
72 Recoquo (OLD 1b): “(transf. and fig., in allusion to the story of Medea, Aeson, and Pelias).” Cf. Catullus 
54.6; Petro. Fr. 21; Quint. Inst. 12.6.7. This allusion also appears in comedy, for example, in Plautus’ 
Pseudolus 869-872, when the cook unwittingly uses this reference to boast about his culinary skills (Quia 
sorbitione faciam ego hodie te mea,/ item ut Medea Peliam concoxit senem,/quem medicamento et suis 
venenis dicitur/ fecisse rursus ex sene adulescentulum,/ item ego te faciam). Cf. Muecke (1993), p. 187, n. 
55f. 
73 Hio (OLD 3): “to gape (after), be greedy (for)”; Inhio (OLD 2): “to be avid for, cast longing eyes on, 
covet.” Muecke (1993), p. 187, observes that Horace employs the word to denote “the gaping of greed.” 
She connects its usage here to Plautus’ use of the word at Stichus 605 (tuam hereditatem inhiat) and 
Miles Gloriosus 715 (bona me inhiant, me certatim nutricant et munerant). 
74 The colloquial expression “sibi velle” is commonly found in comedy. Muecke (1993), n. 61, p. 188, cites 
Ter. Haut. 615 (Quid volt sibi, Syre, haec oratio?) as one example. I would also add Plaut. Poen. 177 and 
657 (Locum sibi velle liberum praeberier/ ubi nequam faciat…) as another. 
75 Scortator (OLD): “one who consorts with prostitutes.” This is another example of a word that appears 
only here in all of Horace’s corpus. It is also found in Plautus’ Amphitryo at line 287 (Ubi sunt isti 
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employs dramatic diction such as this throughout his Sermones as a fundamental generic 
component of his satire,76 I would argue that he borrows heavily from the comedic 
playwrights in this particular satire in order to complement its distinctly theatrical subject 
matter. 
When Tiresias recommends that Ulysses steal a sidelong glance (limis, 53) at his 
benefactor’s will, this too has dramatic implications.77 In the Miles Gloriosus, Plautus 
uses the same word in his depiction of a kind of social performance. Acroteleutium, the 
courtesan, performs a melodramatic vignette with Milphidippa, the maid, for 
Pygropolynices, the braggart soldier, to overhear. Milphiddia instructs Acroteleutium to 
cast her eyes down (aspicito limis, 1217), lest Pyrgopolynices know that they have seen 
him. This small gesture confirms their conspiracy. Their performance is entirely 
fabricated in order to fool the braggart soldier. They inflate his ego, making him think 
that Acroteleutium is desperately in love with him. In this way, the women use theatrical 
methods to manipulate Pyrgopolynices and achieve a personal goal.  Niall Slater 
identifies Plautine eavesdropping scenes, such as this, as theatrically self-conscious.78 
This comedic analogy neatly corresponds to my reading of Sermones 2.5. When 
Horace uses the word limis in this satire, it is likewise part of a theatrical scheme to 
delude a buffoon: qui testamentum tradet tibi cumque legendum,/ abnuere et tabulas a te 
removere memento, sic tamen ut limis rapias quid prima secundo/ cera velit versu (51-                                                                                                                                                                     
scortatores, qui soli inviti cubant?). Muecke (1993) rightly observes that “it is a very blunt term, which is 
incongruous in Tiresias’ mouth,” p. 190, n. 74-5. 
76 Cf. Horace’s three so-called “programmatic” satires, 1.4, 1.10, and 2.1, especially 1.10.7-19 where he 
explicitly comments on the success of the writers of Old Comedy and how they ought to be imitated. 
77 Muecke (1993) observes that “the ellipse of oculis is vulgar, Plaut. Mil. 1217, Ter. Eun. 601,” p. 187, n. 
53. 
78 Slater (1985). See also Petrone (1983). 
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54). Tiresias advises Ulysses to put on an elaborate show in order to “seduce” his 
benefactor. Masking his selfish motives, Ulysses must project an idealized image of self-
sacrifice and unconditional loyalty. Like the courtesan, the hero must inflate his patron’s 
ego, making him think that Ulysses is entirely devoted to him. As in Plautus, the word 
limis here betrays the actor’s subterfuge and reveals his true colors. I would argue that 
this is an example of a theatrically self-conscious moment in a satiric context. 
 
B. Dramaturgical Diction 
In addition to echoing the language of Plautus and Terence, Horace also uses 
discrete dramaturgical diction to characterize the client as an actor. This vocabulary calls 
our attention to the mechanical aspects of Ulysses’ performance. It identifies, for example, 
how and when the hero puts on or take off a mask. Ulysses’ metaphorical transformation 
into various personae is often seamless: Tiresias simply commands him to be (sis, 91) a 
character or to execute some characteristic act (e.g. laudato, 75). Other times the poet 
uses striking dramaturgical language to signify a shift from the actor to the role that he is 
playing. This dramaturgical diction, scattered throughout the satire, spotlights the client’s 
performance.  
Calling attention to Ulysses’ constantly shifting (and shifty) personae, Horace 
employs distinctive vocabulary of masking and unmasking. At the very beginning of this 
satire, the first adjective that Ulysses uses to describe himself is nudus (6), ostensibly 
meaning “penniless” or “destitute” as reinforced by the subsequent word, inopsque. 
However, nudus can also mean “unmasked” and “exposed,” as it does later on in the 
sermo when Horace employs its verb form (nudet, 47). Horace hints at the second 
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meaning here by having Ulysses, in effect, unmask himself at this moment. With these 
words, Ulysses sets aside his epic/ tragic persona and exposes himself to satiric criticism. 
With blunt and honest candor (missis ambagibus, 9), he confesses his (decidedly un-epic) 
anxieties and reveals his “true” nature to Tiresias.  
When Horace uses the word nudet at line 47, he fully exploits both its theatrical 
and social connotations. Tiresias warns Ulysses not to overact and betray his hidden 
agenda. He essentially tells him to tone his performance down: “lest overt subservience to 
an unmarried man unmask you, be obliging and quietly sneak along in hope that you will 
be written into the will as a second heir” (ne manifestum/ caelibis obsequium nudet te, 
leniter in spem/ adrepe officiosus, ut et scribare secundus/ heres…, 46-49). In this way, 
he explicitly identifies Ulysses’ servility as an exhibition (manifestum … obsequium), one 
that will attract critics and potentially unmask (nudet) him. This dramaturgical term 
reinforces the sharp distinction between Ulysses and the role that he is playing.  
Horace further develops the language and imagery of masking and unmasking in 
this satire when Tiresias advises Ulysses to weep at the news of his benefactor’s death. 
The prophet instructs the hero to cultivate an appearance (vultum, 104) of concern. The 
word vultum directs our attention to the character’s face; the audience focuses on his 
ability to control the emotions displayed there. Tiresias essentially encourages Ulysses to 
perform a mime, imitating the mien of someone coping with tragic news. He tells him 
that if he is able to cry a little, the hero should shed crocodile tears and conceal his 
expression betraying joy (sparge subinde et, si paulum potes, illacrimare: est/ gaudia 
prodentem vultum celare, 103-104). Line 104 reveals the deception motivating Tiresias’ 
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directions. The words “gaudia prodentem vultum celare” confirm that the prophet is 
instructing the hero to suppress his “real” emotions behind an artificial, altruistic façade. 
Once again, Horace uses dramaturgical diction to highlight the histrionic nature of 
Tiresias’ advice. In so doing, he exposes Ulysses as a disingenuous actor participating in 
a strategic social performance.  
 
Conclusion 
 In Sermones 2.5, Horace uses the language of the stage to satirize two closely-
related social phenomena, namely inheritance-hunting and, by extension, the patron-
client relationship. Tiresias prescribes and performs the role of the “ideal client” for 
Ulysses, the satire’s internal audience. At the same time, Horace presents his external 
audience with an exaggerated caricature of a client, a role that he himself actually played 
in the extrapoetic world. In this way, Horace uses theater to confront the stereotypes 
associated with this figure and include himself in the joke. He is able to address and 
diffuse the criticism that he likely received based on his close relationship with Maecenas. 
Horace is particularly concerned with defending this relationship and his reputation as a 
worthy client, friend, and poet throughout his corpus, and especially in his Satires. To 
that end, he is constantly “performing” both in and by means of his poetry.  
In addition to uncovering new layers in Horace’s multifaceted depiction of the 
patron-client relationship, this study has broader implications for our understanding of his 
larger poetic program. It brings to light the medley of genres that constitute satire and 
illustrates how the poet calls upon aspects of kindred genres (in particular, drama and 
epic) in order to enrich the form and meaning of his sermo. Using the tools and 
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techniques of a playwright, he designs a vivid theatrical world and creates the most 





The Role of the Client in Sermones 2.7: The Slave 
Introduction 
In Sermones 2.7, Horace depicts a dialogue between himself and his slave Davus. 
The conversation takes place during the festival of Saturnalia, a period marked by the 
temporary relaxation of rigid social rules. This carnivalesque context establishes a certain 
light-hearted, comic tone.1 Davus takes advantage of his brief (but still circumscribed) 
freedom to speak his mind. Espousing Stoic doctrine, he encourages Horace to examine 
his life and his aggregate of sins, ranging from adultery to gluttony. Ironically, Davus 
accuses his master of behaving like a stereotypical slave.  
This poem presents one of Horace’s most complex and nuanced self-portraits. He 
is both a principal player in and the primary subject of the sermo. What is more, the satire 
focuses on a particularly personal topic, namely his relationship with Maecenas. Horace 
chooses to delve into his relationship with his patron by means of a dramatic dialogue 
with his slave. The theatrical set-up offers him a ludic context in which he can poke fun 
at himself and play a variety of dramatic and social roles, from a comedic slave to a real-
life client. By reflecting and refracting his image through what Muecke astutely calls “an 
infinite regression of ironic mirrors,”2 Horace constructs multi-layered personae and 
complicates his audience’s ability to pin down a clear and singular impression of him and 
his friendship with Maecenas.                                                         
1 Segal (1968) observes, “what characterized these festive occasions… was licentia (line 145) and libertas 
(line 147), attitudes which also describe the ludi in the poet’s own day (Ars Poetica 211 ff), as well as the 
‘libertà e licensiozità carnevalesa’ of later Italian festivals,” p. 8. 
2 Muecke (1993), p. 213. 
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This activity is emblematic of his larger poetic project of self-presentation. As 
many scholars have observed, Horace conscientiously crafts and controls his self-image 
throughout his corpus in order to protect his reputation and confront criticism from 
various rings of audience.3 Lyne calls this “a policy of ‘image-management.’”4 He 
identifies key poems, mostly from the first book of Satires (i.e., 1.5, 1.6, 1.9, and 2.6), in 
which Horace attempts “to pre-empt ‘wrong’ perceptions of him” and to “insist on the 
honourable nature of life in the circle of Maecenas, and of the modes of entry to it.”5 
Oliensis tracks this type of activity across both books of Satires. She finds that “in his 
second book, Horace is much more consistently self-conscious, anticipating and as it 
were inoculating himself, not without pain, against every charge of ambition and self-
serving opportunism.”6 McNeill builds on the observations of Lyne and Oliensis calling 
attention to Horace’s ability to speak simultaneously to and address the concerns of 
multiple audiences in a single poem, and to utilize these concurrent conversations as 
multi-level platforms for his self-defense. He notes, “The potential for uncertainty and 
anxiety was great as Horace pondered his situation. Equally powerful was his need to 
articulate his predicament, somehow to protect himself from either falling too deeply into 
Maecenas’ orbit or drifting so far into independence as to lose his position. It is this 
struggle that Horace wants his audience - and Maecenas himself - to see and appreciate. 
                                                        
3 Cf. Highet (1974), Lyne (1995), Braund (1996), Oliensis (1998), Damon (1997), Armstrong (2010), and 
especially McNeill (2001).  
4 Lyne (1995), p. 14. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Oliensis (1998), p. 57. 
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The many episodes and images that constitute his complex and defensive self-
presentation are all ultimately directed toward that end.”7  
Horace’s poetry thus becomes a stage and the poet himself an actor performing 
for multiple audiences, including Maecenas and a following that comprises both admirers 
and detractors from all across the social spectrum.8 He regularly shifts and reshapes his 
image in order to respond to social pressures imposed upon him by these audiences. 
Chief among these is the pressure to defend his amicitia with Maecenas. Throughout his 
work, Horace presents both positive and negative depictions of the relationship. On the 
one hand, he cultivates the impression that he and Maecenas were close friends and 
confidants, and that their relationship was based upon mutual admiration and respect.9 On 
the other hand, as we have already seen in chapters one and two, he embraces the 
negative stereotypes associated with his social role (i.e., the actor, the captator, the 
parasite, etc.). This volatility and ambiguity enables him to convey in his poetry the 
elusive nature of the relationship in real life. It also serves to vindicate him against 
accusations of toadyism. Furthermore, in successfully capturing and rendering poetically 
the subtle complexity of their relationship, Horace demonstrates why he belongs in 
Maecenas’s elite literary circle in the first place.  
In this chapter, I reveal how Horace uses theatrical apparatuses – including 
dramatic dialogue, dramaturgical cues, and stock characters and situations – to depict and 
discuss his protean persona. When Davus accuses his master of inconstancy, he is rightly 
                                                        
7 McNeill (2001), p. 34. 
8 Cf. McNeill (2001), p. 38. 
9 See especially, Sermones 1.5, 1.6, 1.9, 1.10. 
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observing that Horace’s identity is constantly in flux. Horace’s status as poet, client, and 
friend of Maecenas requires that he play many parts. I argue that Horace deliberately 
employs dramatic devices here in order to highlight the theatricality that underlies his 
self-presentation, and to intentionally destabilize his audiences’ understanding of his 
relationship with Maecenas. The poet is able to defend himself against charges of acting 
and sycophancy by demonstrating that an element of performance is endemic to the 
patron-client relationship itself. 
 
Overview of Sermones 2.7 
When the poem opens, Davus is gathering up the courage to confront Horace. 
Mindful of the danger of overstepping social boundaries, he approaches his master with 
cautious humility (1-4). Horace encourages his slave to speak freely, according to the 
conventions of Saturnalia. Emboldened by this invitation, Davus launches into a 
philosophical diatribe on the subject of constancy (constanter, 6, constantior, 18), at first 
in general terms and then specifically directed at Horace (6-23).  
Davus points out that while Horace claims to respect the customs of his ancestors, 
he fails to observe them consistently (24-27). The slave notes that when he is in Rome, 
Horace wishes to be in the country. When living in the country, Horace praises the absent 
city to the stars (28-29). Davus explicitly calls Horace “fickle” or “inconstant” here (levis, 
29), setting up his subsequent observations about the poet and his patron. He extends this 
pattern of behavior to describe what is arguably the main subject of the satire, namely 
Horace’s relationship with Maecenas.  
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Echoing snide remarks that Horace likely received in the extrapoetic world, 
Davus suggests that his master lacks autonomy (and dignity) with regard to his patron, as 
well as his mistress and his household. He supports this accusation with an anecdote 
about the poet’s dining habits: The vignette begins with Horace extolling the pleasure and 
privilege of a modest evening spent at home, and ends with him hysterically rushing out 
the door to meet Maecenas, who has invited him to dinner as a last-minute guest (29-35). 
Even Horace’s attendants comment upon his erratic behavior. A scurra named Mulvius 
candidly compares him to a comic parasite (37-42).  
From Horace’s comedic conduct regarding his patron, Davus next turns to 
Horace’s comedic conduct regarding his mistress. He compares Horace’s amorous 
escapades to his own and concludes that although he is a slave, he actually enjoys much 
greater freedom than his master in this regard (46-57). Davus goes on to narrate a lively 
adultery mime, in which Horace eludes his mistress’s husband by hiding in a chest (59-
71). This comic sketch depicts the poet not only as an adulterer, but also as a slave to his 
mistress and his lust.  
Davus anticipates Horace’s denial (72), but maintains that he is still an adulterer 
whether or not he is currently engaged in the act of adultery. Even without temptation, it 
remains a part of his nature (73-74). Davus connects this theory to his main point, 
arguing that Horace is still a slave whether or not he is currently engaged in the act of 
servitude. Even when giving orders to his own slaves, he nevertheless remains subject to 
several masters, notably Maecenas, his mistress, and his reputation. Davus concludes: 
“Truly, you who command me serve others as a wretched slave and are controlled like a 
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wooden puppet easily manipulated by another’s strings (nempe/ tu mihi qui imperitas alii 
servis miser atque/ duceris ut nervis alienis mobile lignum, 80-82). 
Davus finally poses the broad philosophical question: “Who, then, is free?” 
(quisnam igitur liber?, 83). Before Horace can offer an opinion, the slave supplies the 
answer himself. He claims that only the Stoic philosopher is free, by virtue of his 
remarkable discipline. After describing the Stoic philosopher’s many merits (83-88), he 
asks whether Horace can relate to any of these qualities. Once again he does not wait for 
a reply; the slave answers for his master by way of another comedic sketch. In this 
scenario, Horace is routinely abused by a manipulative lover but continues to return to 
her nonetheless (89-92). 
Davus carries on insulting Horace, calling him a madman (95), again comparing 
him to a slave (102-111), and enumerating a long list of his character flaws (111 ff.). 
After quietly enduring 88 lines of incessant insults, Horace finally interrupts his slave, 
asking for a stone and arrows. Davus gets one more dig in, suggesting that his master is 
either raving or writing verses (117), but Horace has the last laugh. He threatens to 
punish Davus and send him away to work on his Sabine farm. The poem thus abruptly 
ends with a reaffirmation of the regular social order. 
 
Dramatic Devices in Sermones 2.7 
Horace employs a variety of theatrical devices to tell this playful, self-deprecating 
tale. In particular, he integrates dramatic dialogue, dramaturgical cues, and carefully 
selected stock characters and situations. I argue that the poet intentionally incorporates 
these elements in order to underscore the theatrical nature of both the sermo and its 
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subject matter, Horace’s protean persona. Using the language of the stage, Horace 
effectively represents himself as an actor playing a variety of roles. In the following 
sections, I will demonstrate how these dramatic devices contribute to this characterization 




Dialogue is the conventional form of several genres, including drama, philosophy, 
and even pastoral poetry. Horace draws a connection between Sermones 2.7 and these 
kindred genres (especially drama and philosophy) by appropriating their form, as well as 
aspects of their content. In this way, he imbues the satire with meaningful dramatic and 
philosophical undertones. 
On the one hand, Sermones 2.7 closely resembles an Aristotelian or Ciceronian 
philosophical treatise in its use of set speeches to express a particular (in this case Stoic) 
point of view. On the other hand, it bears key characteristics of a dramatic dialogue, 
including comedic language, characters, and situations, as well as intrinsic suggestions 
for staging. Additionally, much of dialogue is delivered by an expressly theatrical figure, 
Davus. Taken together, these features support a dramatic reading of the satire. While 
there is much to say about the philosophical underpinnings of Sermones 2.7, for the 
purposes of this study I will focus specifically on the theatrical elements and approach the 
satire as a dramatic dialogue. 
 In Sermones 2.7, Horace utilizes dialogue in two distinct ways. First, he designs 
the overall architecture of the satire as a conversation between two interlocutors, Davus 
  
101 
and a carefully constructed poetic version of himself. Second, the slave also narrates a 
series of dramatic vignettes for his master within the larger dialogic structure. These two 
modes – dialogue and narration of scenes – help to reinforce the satire’s theatrical context 
and provide the most appropriate rhetorical backdrop for Horace’s discussion of his 
social and poetic self-presentation.  
 
A. Davus/ Horace Dialogue 
The first speaker identifies himself as a slave (servus) in line 1. We quickly learn 
that he is not just any slave, but one with the name of a familiar figure from the comedies 
of Menander and Terence. Horace (the character) asks, “Is that Davus?” (Davusne?, 2), 
and the slave responds “Yes, it’s Davus” (ita, Davus, 2). This brief – perhaps puzzling – 
exchange actually plays a key role in setting a comic tone for the poem. I posit that it is 
an example of a recurring comedic trope, identified by Marshall as the “quis hic loquitur” 
routine.10 In this visual gag, one character recognizes another’s presence onstage at a 
comically opportune moment. In Plautus, Marshall observes, the routine is “typically 
marked by one of four questions (with minor variations): quis hic loquitur?, quis vocat?, 
quis nominat me?, and quis hic est?”11 In Terence, however, the phrase is always the 
same (quis hic loquitur).12 Marshall goes on to note that, in Terence, “the words are said 
after the characters have been made aware of each other, almost as if Terence is only 
                                                        
10 Marshall (1999). See also Bain (1977), n. 10, 158-61 and Csapo (1993) 44-45, both cited in Marshall 
(1999), n. 25, p. 115. 
11 Marshall (1999), p. 124. 
12 Marshall (1999) observes that, “it is always the same phrase; there is none of the variation that is found 
in Plautus. In four instances (Andria 267 and 883 [where Dauos is playing a role in a different situation], 
Heauton Timoroumenos 517, Eunuchus 86) the verbal situation is not paralleled with the appropriate set-
up,” p. 126. 
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adding a familiar comic tag as a flourish.”13 Horace nods to this recurring routine here at 
the same time as he explicitly names Davus (twice!). In this way, the poet strongly 
evokes the comedic genre and encourages his audience to construe the character’s 
conversation as a dramatic dialogue. 
The second speaker is never explicitly named. We infer that it is Horace based on 
implicit references to positions that he takes in earlier poems and, more importantly, 
based on his association with Maecenas, who is expressly named in line 33.14  The 
patron’s imprint is also evident in the satire’s very last word (Sabino, 118), a reference to 
the famous gift to him by his patron of the Sabine Farm. In this way, Horace (the poet) 
represents himself as entirely dependent on Maecenas. His very identity is wrapped up in 
his relationship with his patron. He initially casts himself as his own master, only to 
deconstruct this image over the course of the satire. 
 The first five lines of Sermones 2.7 serve as an important touchstone for the rest 
of the poem. They present an idealized portrait of both master and slave: Davus behaves 
like an attentive and conscientious servant; Horace (the character) responds with 
magnanimity. As the characters deviate further and further from this model, we see the 
full extent of their role reversals.15                                                         
13 Marshall (1999), p. 126. 
14 Examples of these positions include: his respect for the customs of their ancestors (22-27), his preference 
for the country over the city (28-29), and his positive portrayal of otium (110-115). 
15 Segal (1968) observes that the “ascendancy of slave over master’ is a familiar comic scheme. He points 
out that “this reversal is, of course, hardly an innovation with Plautus. It was surely one of the ‘old gags’ 
to which Xanthias refers in the opening repartee of the Frogs. In fact, immediately thereafter, 
Aristophanic master and man run this very gamut and (several times) exchange roles – with the slave 
emerging as ‘the better man’… ‘Superior’ behavior in what is supposed to be an ‘inferior’ character never 
fails to arouse laughter. This history of stage comedy presents an endless parade of servants smarter than 
their masters. The reincarnations of Xanthias and Dionysus vary only in name, costume, and – 
ocassionally – sex,” pp. 99-100. 
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‘Iamdudum ausculto et cupiens tibi dicere servus 
pauca reformido.’  Davusne? ‘ita, Davus, amicum 
mancipium domino et frugi quod sit satis, hoc est 
ut vitale putes’ (1-4). 
 
Before he obtains Horace’s permission to step out of line and speak freely, Davus 
offers us a brief glimpse of how an idealized slave ought to behave. He admits that he has 
wanted to say something to Horace for a long time now, but knowing his place, he has 
held his tongue (‘Iamdudum ausculto et cupiens tibi dicere servus/ pauca reformido,’ 1-
2).16 In this way, he demonstrates his understanding of and compliance with proper 
protocol. When Horace inquires, “Is that Davus?” (Davusne?, 2), the slave 
simultaneously identifies himself (ita, Davus, 2) and reaffirms the hierarchy of their 
relationship, calling himself a friendly slave (amicum/ mancipium, 2-3) to his master 
(domino, 3) and worthy enough of living if Horace thinks so (frugi quod sit satis, hoc est/ 
ut vitale putes, 3-4). The juxtaposition of amicum and mancipium is significant. An 
apparent oxymoron, it muddles the distinction between friend and slave, and anticipates 
the Saturnalian inversion.17 The enjambment between lines 2 and 3 further complicates 
the meaning of the phrase. The syntax creates distance between “friend” and “slave” at 
the same that the grammar draws the two words together. This tension resonates not only 
                                                        
16 Cf. Plautus, Epidicus, lines 59-60. The titular slave observes that it is best if he remains silent: it is better 
for a slave to know more than to say more. That is wisdom (Sed taceam optumum est,/ plus scire satiust 
quam loqui servom hominem. Ea sapienta est). Palaestrio seconds this in Plautus’s Miles Gloriosus (476-
477): “Therefore, if you are wise, you will remain silent. It is better for a slave to know something than to 
say it” (Ergo, si sapis, mussitabis: plus oportet scire servom quam loqui). See also Sermones 2.5.90-92: 
difficilem et morosum offendet garrulus; ultra/ non etiam sileas. Davus sis comicus atque/ stes capite 
obstipo, multum similis metuenti. 
17 Cf. Sharland (2010), especially pp. 270-274. She remarks, “Designed to underline the concomitant 
subversion of the formal structure of Roman society and to blur the distinctions between slave and free, 
the phrase anticipates the Stoic paradox on which Davus will speak, according to which both he and his 
master are equal in the eyes of philosophy. The phrase is also appropriate to a world infused with the 
topoi of Comedy, according to which status of slave or free was fabulously fluid,” p. 272. 
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in Horace’s depiction of his relationship with his slave, but also in his depiction of his 
amicitia with his patron.  
Horace (the character) is receptive to Davus’ captatio benevolentiae. He 
encourages the slave to speak up, reminding him – and the external audience – that it is 
the season of Saturnalia (libertate Decembri, 4). Emoting an air of piety, he tells his slave 
that their ancestors decreed this should be a time of free speech (quando ita maiores 
voluerunt, utere; narra, 5). He makes a clear and conspicuous point of respecting this 
tradition. In so doing, the poet represents himself both as a generous master and a 
champion of the mos maiorum.  
After this (utterly civilized) introductory exchange, Davus dives into his diatribe. 
He is interrupted by Horace only twice in the satire, once at line 21 and again at the very 
end. These brief interjections remind us that the satire is, in fact, a dialogue despite Davus’ 
co-option of the conversation. Davus tests the boundaries of his newly acquired – albeit 
temporary – freedom. At first, his tirade appears relatively inoffensive. As if reciting a 
lyric priamel, he observes that some people delight in vice constantly and stick to their 
course, while others float about, one moment pursing what is Right and now and then 
being guilty of what is Wrong (pars hominum vitiis gaudet constanter et urget/ 
propositum; pars multa natat, modo recta capessens,/ interdum pravis obnoxia, 6-8). He 
expands on this theme with two cautionary tales involving a certain Priscus and 
Volanerius. The former lived an uneven life (inaequalis, 10), wearing three rings on one 
hand and none on the other, changing his stripe from one moment to the next, going back 
and forth between respectable and disreputable places, and living as an adulterer in Rome 
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and a learned man in Athens (8-14). The latter, however, lived such a consistent life that 
he even hired someone to throw his dice for him so he could continue gambling long after 
losing the use of his hands to gout (15-18). This kind of man, Davus pronounces, is 
ultimately happier than the other because he remains true to his vices, instead of 
wavering back and forth between vice and virtue.  
This ridiculous speech locates Davus in a long tradition of moralizing slaves in 
comedy. Freudenburg calls him “a philosophizing Pseudolus whose exaggeration and 
garrulity get the better of him, sweetening his abuse with self-mockery.”18 The surprising 
subject and subversive punch line of Davus’ diatribe cast him as a kind of Cynic 
moralizer. 19 This figure typically expresses himself irreverently, but there is often a 
kernel of truth at the heart of his irreverence. The audience is thus encouraged to accept 
Davus’ opinion as valid (if cheeky). Furthermore, the Saturnalian setting offered the 
lowly a rare opportunity for truth-telling; here, it provides Davus with unique authority 
and lends his words a certain credibility.20 With some consternation, then, Horace (the 
character) asks the slave to explain himself further (non dices hodie, quorsum haec tam 
putida tendant,/ furcifer, 21-22). Here we see his mask of magnanimity begin to fade 
away. Losing patience and perhaps suspicious of Davus’ objective, he calls his slave a 
                                                        
18 Freudenburg (1993), p. 226. 
19 Freudenburg (1993) summarizes the stereotypical qualities of the New Comic slave as follows: “New 
Comic slaves are crude, self-mocking, and without pretensions to status or even to living beyond the 
play’s end. Even more, they are notorious gossips who, in spite of their best efforts, are unable to keep 
their masters’ secrets for any length of time, especially when drunk at the Saturnalia. The slave is, in 
other words, an ideal exposure, the mirror image of the Cynic beggar,” p. 225. 
20 Cf. Evans (1978) and Sharland (2005). 
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scoundrel (furcifer, 22). 21 When the slave confirms that Horace is the target of his 
criticism (ad te, inquam, 22), Horace escalates his insults. He brands Davus the worst of 
men (pessime, 22).22 This language is typical of Roman comedy, in particular, master-
slave rhetoric. While Horace integrates comedic language throughout his two books of 
Sermones, it takes on particular significance here alongside all the other dramatic devices 
at play. The poet puts conspicuously comedic diction in the mouths of his characters, in 
order to identify them as expressly theatrical figures participating in a dramatic dialogue. 
This is an important turning point in the satire. The gloves come off and the 
protagonists abandon any pretense of etiquette. From this moment on, Davus takes over 
the sermo. He prevents Horace from silencing him by calling his master a hypocrite. He 
asserts that while Horace publically endorses “old fashioned customs,” privately he does 
not practice what he preaches (laudas/ fortunam et mores antiquae plebis, et idem/ si quis 
ad illa deus subito te agat, usque recuses,/ aut quia non sentis quod clamas rectius esse,/ 
aut qui non firmus rectum defendis et haeres/ nequiquam caeno cupiens evellere plantam, 
22-27). Horace has just agreed to let Davus speak his mind, citing the mos maiorum 
regarding the Saturnalia (quando ita maiores voluerunt, utere; narra, 5). If he were to go 
back on his word here, he would prove Davus right. The slave thus outwits his master and 
renders him speechless for most of the satire. 
                                                        
21 Furcifer (OLD): “One who is punished with the ‘fork’, scoundrel, villain, gallows-bird.” The word is a 
common insult hurled at slaves in comedy. Cf. Plaut. Am. 539; Rud. 717; Ter. An. 618. 
22 Pessime (OLD 2):  “(w. reference to conduct) In the most morally unacceptable manner, most wickedly, 
wrongfully, unwisely, etc.”  Cf. Pl. Capt. 709; Ter. Hau. 437. See also, Plautus’s Persa, line 237-238. As 
Marshall (2006) observes, “Paegnium and Sochoclidisca are competing in malitia  (238: ‘baseness’), to 
see who is peior (237: ‘slyer’) – functionally it is a contest for higher status, determining who is a ‘better’ 
Plautine slave,” p. 184.  
  
107 
Davus frames his lecture, from line 45 onward, in terms of Stoic philosophy that 
he picked up from Crispinus’s doorkeeper (quae Crispini docuit me ianitor edo, 45). By 
having Davus relay the philosophy third-hand, the poet introduces additional narrative 
layers to the dramatic dialogue, and creates the illusion of distance between himself and 
his sermon. The audience hears it from Davus, who heard it from a janitor, who heard it 
from Crispinus. Horace uses this distancing technique in Sermones 2.3 as well. In that 
dialogue, Damasippus, a down-on-his-luck speculator, similarly spouts Stoic philosophy 
to a mostly mute Horace. Like Davus, Damasippus’ words are not entirely his own. For 
much of the poem (77-295) he parrots Stertinius, a devotee of Chrysippus.23 Niall Rudd 
posits that Horace’s social situation at the time made this distance necessary. He observes 
that, by this point in his career, Horace was so deeply ensconced among the rich and 
powerful that he was no longer able to preach with his former directness.24 In order to 
avoid offending anyone or attracting additional criticism, the poet chose to present “a sort 
of comic morality play”25 instead of a first-person diatribe. Building on the observations 
of Rudd, I would argue that Horace is not simply using personae to create distance 
between himself and the ideas expressed in his sermo, but that Horace employs these 
personae alongside a variety of other dramatic devices in order to underscore the                                                         
23 Sermones 2.3 has a great deal in common with Sermones 2.7. In addition to the Stoic subject matter, both 
satires take place during Saturnalia and they make a point of highlighting Horace’s flaws. In particular, 
Damasippus criticizes Horace for trying to imitate Maecenas (307-320). He points out that the poet has no 
business pretending to be like someone so far above him. In Sermones 2.7, Davus accuses Horace of 
acting inferior to his station, rather than superior to it. He points out the ways in which Horace behaves 
like a slave and parasite when it comes to his patron. 
24 Lyne (1995) is attuned to the social pressures that Horace was facing and the poet’s need to create 
distance between the ideas expressed in his poetry and his own point of view. He notes that, “when 
Horace dealt with political themes or addressed great public figures, he was acutely conscious of the face 
he himself presented to the world in such sensitive contexts. For sensitive he found them. He was not a 
poet who could propagandize glibly, or defer to great men with facility,” p. vii. 
25 Rudd (1966), p. 196. 
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theatricality that goes into creating and maintaining his public image. By channeling not 
one, but three different figures simultaneously – Davus, the janitor, and Crispinus – the 
poet continues to call his audience’s attention to the many layers involved in his self-
presentation.  
In addition to invoking Crispinus and his doorkeeper, Davus speaks for several 
other characters in a series of dramatic vignettes, which we will examine shortly. Horace 
(the character) only reclaims his voice at the very end of the sermo. He shares the 
penultimate lines with Davus, but ultimately gets the final word: 
unde mihi lapidem? ‘quorsum est opus?’ unde sagittas? 
‘aut insanit homo aut versus facit.’ ocius hinc te 
ni rapis, accedes opera agro nona Sabino’ (116-118). 
 
The syntax of Line 116 visually reinforces its menacing message. Horace 
poetically besieges Davus, surrounding the slave’s words with threats on either side: unde 
mihi lapidem? ‘quorsum est opus?’ unde sagittas? (116). There is an elegant (and 
ominous) symmetry in Horace’s repetition of unde and in his pithy reference to two 
different weapons, both in the accusative case. Davus recognizes the poetic activity in 
this line. His final words in the satire acknowledge both Horace (the character) and 
Horace (the poet) at work: ‘aut insanit homo aut versus facit’ (117). The slave’s final 
words, then, poke fun at person writing them. This meta-theatrical moment gently 
reminds the audience that Horace (the poet) has been present in the background all this 
time, writing the verses that his characters speak. Wearing the mask of Davus, the author 
has been criticizing himself all along.  
  
109 
Horace (the character) regains control of the dialogue and the master-slave 
dynamic in the last two lines. He makes his earlier insinuations explicitly clear when he 
threatens to send Davus away to work on his Sabine Farm: ocius hinc te / ni rapis, 
accedes opera agro nona Sabino” (117-118).26 Flexing his poetic muscles one last time, 
he weaves in one final synchysis at the very end of the satire. In this way, he restores 
everyone to their normal social roles: Davus returns to being a slave and Horace 
reinstates his authority as both master and poet.  
 
B. Davus’ Dramatic Vignettes 
In addition to the larger dialogic structure, Horace (the poet) also employs 
dialogue on a smaller, internal scale. Over the course of the sermo, Davus narrates a 
series of dramatic vignettes for his master. He ventriloquizes various characters, 
including Horace himself and a scurra named Mulvius. By engaging in ethopoeia, Davus 
brings his lengthy lecture to life and adds an additional dramatic dimension to the satire.  
The first role that Davus enacts is none other than Horace himself. Both his 
choice of character and his brazen depiction are striking. This is a far cry from the meek 
obeisance that he displayed at the start of the satire. Davus describes how his master 
initially positions himself as a paragon of mild manners, nonchalance, and apatheia. One 
moment, Horace announces how delighted he is to enjoy a humble meal and a quiet 
evening at home: “si nusquam es forte vocatus/ ad cenam laudas securum holus ac, velut 
usquam/ vinctus eas, ita te felicem dicis amasque/ quod nusquam tibi sit potandum” (29-                                                        
26 Ocius (OLD 2b): “Without delay, quickly, promptly (comp. used much as positive).” This comparative 
form of the adverb appears frequently in comedy, especially when one character issues orders to another. 
Cf. Pl. Mos. 679; Truc. 624; Ter. Hau. 832. 
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32). The next, he erupts in a frenzy when Maecenas invites him out at the last minute. 
Horace chaotically jumps up, abandons his own plans, and rushes to his patron’s side: 
“iusserit ad se/ Maecenas serum sub lumina prima venire/ convivam … cum magno 
blateras clamore fugisque” (32-35). This comic vignette is enlivened by Davus’ 
impersonation of Horace. He speaks directly for his master, blabbering (blateras, 35),27 
“Can no one bring the oil more quickly?” “Can anybody at all hear me?” (“nemon oleum 
fert ocius? ecquis/ audit?,” 34-35). With these comical words, Davus characterizes his 
master as a bumbling buffoon and shameless lackey. This vignette sharply contrasts with 
the way Horace celebrates his peaceful life elsewhere in his corpus. In Sermones 1.6, for 
example, he describes the pleasure he derives from returning home at the end of the day, 
eating a modest dinner of leeks and chickpeas (inde domum me/ ad porri et ciceris refero 
laganique catinum, 114-115), and turning in to bed for a peaceful night’s rest (deinde eo 
dormitum, non sollicitus mihi quod cras/ surgendum sit mane, 119-120). Davus throws 
this claim back in his face here, voicing the skepticism and criticism that Horace almost 
certainly received from his detractors in the extra-poetic world.  
This dramatic sketch not only presents Horace as a clumsy client, but also as an 
actor. He puts on a show for the members of his household, claiming to desire nothing 
more than the simple pleasure of staying in for the night. Davus calls him out on his 
posturing, muttering under his breath: “as if you ever go out under duress” (velut usquam/ 
vinctus eas, 31-32). The word vinctus sounds a strong sarcastic note and associates                                                         
27 Blatero (OLD 1a and b): “(a) to utter in a prating or babbling way; (b) to prate, babble.” Cf. Afran. Com. 
195 (Ribbeck [1898]); Gel. 1.15.17; Apul. Met. 4.24 and 10.9; Fl. 9; Apol. 34. While the word appears in 
Latin comedy and in the comic fragments, it does not seem to have any distinct comic connotations. I 
agree with Muecke (1993), however, who observes that it is a “vivid, onomatopoetic verb (not found 
elsewhere in Classical Latin) [that] sounds a vulgar, disrespectful note,” p. 218, n. 35.  
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Horace with the comedic figures of the slave and the parasite.28 Like an aside in comedy, 
this remark provides another layer of dramatic commentary and shapes the audience’s 
interpretation of the scene. Slater explains how an aside “can set source against parody, 
type against variation. Always it is a reminder of the special nature of communication in 
drama that allows us to receive two or more messages simultaneously.”29 This aside 
simultaneously describes and destabilizes Horace (the character)’s stance. Using this 
dramatic device, Davus reveals that his master is putting on airs and projecting a persona, 
even among the members of his household. 
Our reception of this vignette is further informed by the reaction of an internal 
audience. Davus tells us that Horace’s own attendants are witness to (and appalled by!) 
his behavior. They leave saying things that “must not be repeated” (Mulvius et scurrae 
tibi non referenda precati/ discedunt, 36-37). Naturally, Davus repeats them anyway. In a 
second use of ethopoeia, he takes on the role of Mulvius the scurra and offers his opinion. 
In the voice of Mulvius, Davus says, “Indeed I confess that I am fickle and led by my 
stomach, my nose stretches out at strong smells, I am an idiot, lazy, and, if you will, add a 
glutton: But why should you, since you are what I am and perhaps worse, freely attack 
me as if a better man with noble words and cloak your vice” (“etenim fateor me” dixerit 
ille/ “duci ventre levem, nasum nidore supinor,/ imbecillus, iners, si quid vis, adde 
popino./ tu cum sis quod ego et fortassis nequior, ultro/ insectere velut melior verbisque 
decoris/ obvolvas vitium?,” 37-42).  
                                                        
28 Vincio (OLD 1b): “wearing bonds, fettered.” The word is often used of slaves, in particular. Cf. Pl. Asin. 
301; Bac. 747; Capt. 702, 729; Ep. 716; Ter. Andr. 955 (describing Davus in chains). 
29 Slater (1985), p. 160. 
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Horace (the poet) uses both dramatic and dramaturgical diction here to play up the 
theatrical implications of Mulvius’s words. He puts familiar, stereotypical language in the 
scurra’s mouth via the slave’s. Phrases such as “nasum nidore supinor” (38) securely 
identify him as a comic parasite.30 The poet thus simultaneously wears two comedic 
masks in this dramatic vignette; he performs the part of Davus performing the part of 
Mulvius (ironically, addressing the inconsistency of his own poetic persona). He 
effectively demonstrates the kind of proteanism that Davus and Mulvius criticize him for.  
To further underscore the theatrical underpinnings of their criticism, Horace (the poet) 
also incorporates subtle dramaturgical diction into the dialogue. The scurra remarks that 
“Horace” uses beautiful words to cloak (obvolvas, 42) his vice.31 Muecke rightly 
observes that this turn of phrase establishes a “metaphor of disguise, [which is] picked up 
by the literal disguise at line 55.” 32 It continues to characterize “Horace” as an actor, who 
slips in and out of different roles, from friend to client, scurra to slave.  
Davus briefly speaks for his master two more times in the sermo. In both cases, he 
anticipates what Horace (the character) would say at that particular moment in their 
conversation, if he could get a word in edgewise. At line 72, Davus depicts his master’s 
reaction to his colorful rendition of an adultery mime. In this dramatic sketch, Davus 
paints a parodic portrait of Horace indecorously (and uncomfortably) crammed into his 
mistress’s chest (clausus in arca,/ quo te demisit peccati conscia erilis,/ contractum                                                         
30 As Muecke (1993) observes, this expression “recalls Greek comic compound epithets for parasites, e.g. 
Eup. fr. 173K, ‘frying-pan-sniffer,’ Com. Adesp. Fr. 1042K, ‘close-watcher of cooking smells,’ Juv. 
5.162, captum…nidore,” n. 38, p. 218.  
31 Obvolvas (OLD 1b): “to cover up completely (with), smother (in); (also fig.).” 
32 Muecke (1993), n. 41f., p. 218. Cf. “Obvolvas” (OLD 1): “to cover (the head or face) completely by 
wrapping it up, muffle up; to cover the head of (a person); also, to cover by wrapping (other parts of the 
body).” Cf. Plaut. Mostel. 424 (capite obvoluto ut fugiat cum summo metu). 
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genibus tangas caput…, 59-61). Reminding us that Horace (the character) has been 
listening all along, the slave responds as his master: “‘I am not an adulterer,’ you say” 
(“non sum moechus” ais…, 72). Davus then switches back to his own voice to quickly 
refute this claim: “And I am not a thief, by Hercules, when I wisely pass by a silver dish. 
Take away the risk and your roving nature bursts free, the reins having been removed” 
(neque ego, hercule, fur, ubi vasa/ praetereo sapiens argentea: tolle periclum,/ iam vaga 
prosiliet frenis natura remotis, 72-74). By voicing both sides of their conversation, Davus 
maintains control over the dialogue. He takes the words right out of Horace’s mouth and 
prevents him from adequately defending himself. In this way, he effectively illustrates 
Horace’s powerlessness at the same time as he comments on it: “Are you my master, 
subordinate to the commands of so many and such great things and men, whom 
manumission enacted three or four times could never free from miserable fear?” (tune 
mihi dominus, rerum imperiis hominumque/ tot tantisque minor, quem ter vindicta 
quaterque/ imposita haud umquam misera formidine privet?, 75-77). 
Davus speaks for him again at line 92, after describing another comedic scenario. 
This vignette depicts Horace suffering at the hands of a cruel mistress: she regularly asks 
him for money, mistreats him, casts him away, pours cold water on him, and calls him 
back again (quinque talenta/ poscit te mulier, vexat foribusque repulsum/ perfundit gelida, 
rursus vocat, 89-91). Despite this pattern of abuse, Horace routinely returns to her. Davus 
admonishes his master for engaging in this demeaning behavior. He encourages him to 
assert his freedom and remove his neck from the dishonorable yoke (eripe turpi/ colla 
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iugo, 91-92).33 Speaking for him in the first person, Davus urges Horace to declare, “I am 
free, free” (“liber, liber sum” dic age, 92). But Horace is unable to say the words (non 
quis, 92), either because he really is oppressed by a harsh and vigorous master (urget 
enim dominus mentem non lenis et acris/ subiectat lasso stimulus versatque negantem, 
93-94) or because his slave never gives him the chance to talk.34 
Thus Horace (the author) has Davus voice two versions of Horace (the character) 
in the satire: the Horace who appears in his dramatic vignettes and the Horace whom he 
addresses. In this way, the poet adds additional layers to his satiric self-portrait. Using 
Davus as a mouthpiece, Horace casts himself in a variety of roles ranging from 
magnanimous master to sniveling scurra, from actor to audience. He piles on multiple 
masks, embraces comedic stereotypes, and fully commits to utterly debasing himself. 
Furthermore, he does all this in the context of a two-tiered dramatic dialogue. By 
incorporating all these theatrical elements, Horace underscores the fundamental role that 





33 The image of the adulescens enslaved by his mistress, despite his knowledge of her unworthiness, is a 
stereotype from poetry and drama. In Plautus’s Bacchides, for example, when Pistoclerus is being 
seduced by the two Bacchises, he wonders aloud whether he has any self-control. One of the Bacchises 
responds, “what are you afraid of?,” to which he replies “nothing, trifles. Lady, I enslave myself to you, I 
am yours, I offer my services to you” (PIST. Sumne autem nihili, qui nequeam ingenio moderari meo?/  
B. Quid est quod metuas? P. Nihil est, nugae. mulier, tibi me emancupo:/ tuos sum, tibi dedo operam, 91-
93). In Terence’s Eunuchus, the hopeless lover, Phaedria, likewise pines after his cruel mistress, Thais. 
He says, “What should I do therefore? Should I not go even when I am summoned? Or rather should I get 
a hold of myself so as not to endure the abuse of a meretrix? She has shut me out; she calls me back; 
should I go back? Not if she were to beg me.” (Quid igitur faciam? non eam ne nunc quidem/ quom 
accersor ultro? an potius ita me comparem/ non perpeti meretricum contumelias?/ exclusit; revocat: 
redeam? non si me obsecret, lines 46-49). 
34 Cf. Terence’s Eunuchus, lines 74-76. 
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II. Stage Directions/ Dramaturgical Cues 
Horace further develops the dramatic atmosphere of Sermones 2.7 by 
incorporating specific stage directions into the text. As I have discussed in the previous 
chapters, Horace often includes (sometimes subtle) prompts, denoting where gestures 
might accompany words. These prompts not only inform how a reader might envision the 
scene in his or her imagination, but also how a performer of the poem might deliver it. 
The stage directions are closely related to the rhetorical devices of energeia and enargeia. 
On the most basic level, they add graphic details that heighten the effect of the story. On 
another level, they reproduce specific actions that strongly recall the (especially comedic) 
stage. What makes these stage directions particularly theatrical is their resemblance to 
stock routines of Roman comedy and mime.  
 
A. Davus/ Horace dialogue 
On the larger level of the Davus/ Horace dialogue, the stage directions are almost 
exclusively related to speech-acts. They signal one of two basic actions: either a 
character’s restraint or his invitation to the other to speak. These gestures correspond to 
the Saturnalian inversions that take place over the course of the sermo. At the start of the 
satire, Davus plays the part of a slave and Horace (the character) plays the part of his 
master. As the story unfolds, their roles reverse. Davus behaves more and more like the 
master and Horace (the character) like his slave. Through his slave’s demeaning 
depictions of him, on one level, and through his passive reaction to them, on another, 
Horace comes across as a slave. By the end of the sermo, however, the characters are 
restored to their original ranks. The stage directions help to mark the transitions in their 
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shifting social roles. The poet uses body language, as well as dialogue, to style Davus and 
the Horace who appears in the poem as a stereotypical slave and master. 
As we have already seen, the opening of the satire establishes ideal master-slave 
etiquette. Davus admits that he has wanted to say something to Horace for a long time, 
but being a slave he shrinks back (reformido, 2). This word of withdrawal reflects the 
humility and docility typically associated with this social role.35 It also signals some sort 
of retiring gesture on the part of the actor. The submissive body language conveyed by 
reformido helps to communicate the slave’s lowly status.36  
In contrast, Horace (the character) performs the part of master by issuing 
directions. He commands his slave to come forward and speak (age, 4; narra, 5). With 
these imperative verbs, Horace invites Davus to (metaphorically) step forward and take 
center stage, as well as to step beyond the bounds of his social role. In this way, he 
establishes himself as a voice of authority. 
At line 21, Horace urges his slave to speak up once again. By this time, however, 
Davus has begun to wear away his master’s patience and goodwill. Abandoning courtesy, 
Horace brusquely tells Davus to get to his point: “Will you not say, sometime today,                                                         
35 Reformido (OLD 1): “To shrink from (in fear or alarm), face with apprehension, dread.” Quintilian uses 
the word to advise a future orator about his self-presentation. He suggests that the student acclimate to the 
public life he will soon lead and learn not shrink back, but rather put himself out there in the spotlight 
(omnia futurus orator, cui in maxima celebritate et in media rei publicae luce vivendum est, adsuescat 
iam a tenero non reformidare homines neque illa solitaria et velut umbratica vita pavescere, Inst. 1.2.18). 
36 Marshall (2006) has come up with a neat way of conceptualizing the physicality associated with the 
different comedic stock characters. Building on the work of Johnstone (1979; 1999), he considers how the 
characters’ status would have informed their body language. He posits that, “though precise gestures are 
not recoverable, it is possible to isolate something of what they might convey through Keith Johnstone’s 
term, ‘status.’ Status represents a quality about the relationship between a person, particularly a dramatic 
character, and someone or something else. Status, a gradated scale from low to high, describes aspects of 
the way a character behaves … High status characters may be bold, confident, authoritative, and skilled. 
Low status characters may be shy, awkward, hesistant, or pass unnoticed,” p. 170. See Johnstone (1979) 
36 and 33-74, (1999) 219-31, and Marshall (1993) for status generally. 
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where all this nonsense is going, scoundrel” (non dices hodie, quorsum haec tam putida 
tendant,/ furcifer,” 21-22). Horace uses the indicative dices here to issue a kind of 
periphrastic command. The force of the indicative is not as strong as that of his two 
previous imperatives (age, 4; narra, 5). This arguably anticipates the imminent decline of 
his auctoritas, which will not be restored until the very end of the sermo. From this point 
on, Davus begins to take charge. The stage directions reveal the shift taking place in their 
social roles.37  
At line 42, the slave issues his first imperatives to his master. He orders him to 
stop intimidating him with his expression and to hold back his hand and his displeasure 
(aufer/ me vultu terrere; manum stomachumque teneto…”, 43-44). These stage directions 
imply that Horace is physically threatening Davus. An actor might interpret these lines by 
glaring menacingly and raising his fist in anger. A silent reader might imagine these vivid 
gestures. Either way, Horace (the poet) sets up a lively and kinetic scene. Horace (the 
character) attempts to punish Davus, but the clever slave manages to restrain him with 
words. 
By line 92, the role reversal is complete. Davus performs the part of master by 
echoing the same directions that Horace (the character) gave him at the beginning of the 
satire (age, 4; narra, 5). He invites Horace to step forward and speak up (“liber, liber 
sum” dic age, 92). However, unlike the first time around, Davus does not permit Horace 
to talk (non quis, 91-92). He is on a roll now, and unwilling to allow any interruption in                                                         
37 Cf. Marshall (2006), who observes that “a status dynamic exists whenever a character is onstage: when 
two characters interact, at any point one has higher status than the other. This can change over the course 
of a scene, where a character starts high status and ends low status: it can be argued that such transitions 
are a necessary part of interesting theatre,” p. 170. 
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his catalogue of criticism. In this way, he demonstrates the kind of authority that he 
condemns his master for lacking. 
The final stage directions of the Davus/ Horace dialogue describe the exodus. 
Horace (the character) regains control over his slave and their conversation in the very 
last lines of the satire (116-118). He warns Davus saying, “Unless you take yourself away, 
rather quickly, you will be added as a ninth laborer on my Sabine Farm” (ocius hinc te/ ni 
rapis, accedes opera agro nona Sabino, 117-118). Horace reclaims authority with this 
threat; this is a typical warning that masters often issue to their slaves in comedy.38 The 
verb rapias signals the slave’s hasty retreat. Another word of withdrawal, it echoes 
Davus’ use of reformido back in line 2.39 This deferential action restores Davus to his 
original, lowly social role and brings the poem around full-circle.  
 
B. Davus’ Dramatic Vignettes 
 
In addition to the larger level of the Davus/ Horace dialogue, the poet also 
employs stage directions on the smaller scale of Davus’ dramatic vignettes. The slave 
brings these comedic sketches to life by describing the characters’ body language. He 
performs a kind of play-within-a-play for his master about his master, illustrating the 
ways in which he acts, as well as sounds, like a scurra, an adulterer, and a slave.  
                                                        
38 As Muecke (1993) observes, the threat of punishment restores master and slave to their regular social 
roles. She cites Plaut. Mostell. 18-19, Ter. Phorm. 247-50, Petron. Sat. 69.3, Sen. Dial. 3.29.1, Juv. 
8.179f. as examples of this sort of threat in action (n. 118, p. 226). To her list, I would add Plaut., 
Epidicus, line 145, where Stratippocles threatens to send Epidicus away to work at a mill (pistrinum) and 
Terence, Andria, lines 196-201, where Simio threatens to beat Davos and send him away to the mill 
(pistrinum, 199), if he catches him meddling in his son’s affairs.  
39 Rapias (OLD 8a): “(refl., or pass. in a middle sense) to take oneself off hurriedly, rush off or along.” Cf. 
Turpilius, com. 50 (Ribbeck [1898]). 
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Davus narrates two extended vignettes in the satire, as well as several shorter 
sketches. As mentioned above, the first extended vignette depicts the disruption of 
Horace’s quiet dinner plans (lines 29-42); the second one describes Horace sneaking off 
for an adulterous affair (lines 46-71). The shorter sketches offer brief, but telling 
snapshots of Horace. We see him being abused by his mistress (lines 89-94), coveting 
fine art (lines 95-101) and fine food (lines 102-111), and squandering his otium (lines 
111-115). These images piece together like tiles in a mosaic to form an intricately 
detailed, thoroughly unflattering caricature of the poet. 
In the first extended vignette, Davus describes his master’s apparent joy at the 
prospect of a quiet dinner at home. Davus quickly explodes this picture of prandial peace 
with an outburst of loud and chaotic movement. He recounts how Horace bolts up and 
runs amok the moment Maecenas calls. Davus enlivens the description of his exodus with 
vivid sound effects. He tells us that his master flees with a great clamor (cum magno … 
clamore fugisque, 35). This vignette recalls a scene from Sermones 2.6, in which Horace 
races through the crowded forum like a madman, knocking over bystanders as he hurries 
to meet Maecenas. There, too, a witness criticizes his behavior: “What do you want, you 
madman, and what are you doing?” a shameless fellow pries with angry curses. “Do you 
have to push whatever stands in your way, if you are running back to Maecenas, forgetful 
of everything else?” (‘quid vis, insane, et quas res agis?’ improbus urget/ iratis precibus; 
‘tu pulses omne quod obstat,/ ad Maecenatem memori si mente recurras?,’ 2.6.29-32). In 
both satires, Horace mimics the behavior of parasites like Ergasilus and Curiculio from 
Plautus’ Captivi and Curculio, respectively. Both characters make a mad, animated dash 
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to their patron’s side, practically tripping over themselves and swatting at anyone who 
stands in his way.40 His gestures also recall those of Acanthio, the slave from Plautus’ 
Mercator, who similarly races and wrangles his way through a crowd to meet his 
master.41 Horace directly draws from the comic stage here. He appropriates this stock bit 
known as the servus currens routine. Duckworth observes that it appears thirteen times in 
Roman Comedy: eight in the comedies of Plautus and five in the comedies of Terence.42 
Horace thus uses body language, as well as dialogue, to characterize his poetic alter ego 
as a scurra and a slave.  
The second extended dramatic vignette features Horace sneaking out to meet his 
mistress. Davus sets the stage for Horace’s adultery mime by prefacing it with a 
description of his own meretricious affair. He describes one of his typical trysts in gleeful, 
graphic detail (lines 46-52). Davus remarks that he does not have to worry about his 
reputation or the social implications of his actions; he boasts that his little prostitute 
(meretricula, 46) sends him away neither defamed nor worried that someone richer or 
more handsome might piss in the same place (dimittit neque famosum neque sollicitum 
ne/ ditior aut formae melioris meiat eodem, 51-52).43 In contrast, Horace (the character) 
conducts his affair in constant anxiety (and even disguise!). Davus reveals that his master 
actually goes to the effort of dressing up like a slave to conceal his identity and protect 
                                                        
40 Plautus, Captivi, line 790 ff.; Curculio, lines 280-298. 
41 Plautus, Mercator, lines 111-119. 
42 Duckworth (1952), p. 106. Cf. Marshall (2006), p. 193, n. 75: “Law (1922) 31 n. 6, Duckworth (1936), 
Csapo (1987), (1989), (1993) with bibliography in the intoductory note, at (1987) 399. As Csapo 
demonstrates, the running slave is paralleled in Greek New Comedy, and is not drawn from the Italian 
improvisatory traditions.” 
43 Cf. Plautus, Mostellaria, line 36, where Tranio admits without shame that he loves to drink, to love, and 
to fool around with prostitutes (lubet potare, amare, scorta ducere). 
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his dignity: “When the tokens of distinction have been cast off, the ring of a knight and 
your Roman clothing, and you appear in public as a filthy Dama, not as a juror, with a 
cloak concealing your perfumed head, are you not what you pretend to be?” (tu cum 
proiectis insignibus, anulo equestri/ Romano habitu, prodis ex iudice Dama/ turpis 
odoratum caput obscurante lacerna,/ non es quod simulas?, 53-56). 
The poet encodes several dramaturgical cues in this passage, which call our 
attention to the characters’ costumes and gestures. Davus tells us that Horace sheds the 
symbols of his rank (proiectis insignibus, 53) in order to play a part (simulas, 56). He 
elaborates on these “symbols,” recognizing Horace’s equestrian ring (anulo equestri, 53) 
and Roman apparel (Romano habitu, 54). In addition to being a word for clothing,44 
habitus can also refer to one’s disposition and manner.45 Its theatrical connotations 
strongly resonate here. Horace’s conspicuous change in costume visually illustrates his 
transformation from one role to another. He gives up his fine, elegant clothing for the 
seedy trappings of a lowly slave (Dama/ turpis, odoratum caput obscurante lacerna, 54-
55). Both the costume and the gesture of concealment are typical of a comedic slave. In 
Plautus’s play of the same name, Epidicus pulls his cloak up over his head and pretends 
as if he has been looking everywhere for Periphanes;46 and in Plautus’s Captivi, the 
parasite Ergasilus deliberately outfits himself “like a slave in a comedy” by drawing his 
cloak up over his neck.47 Horace (the character) follows suit; we imagine him drawing his                                                         
44 Habitus (OLD 3): “Style of dress, toilet, etc., ‘get-up’ (esp. proper to a particular class or occasion). 
45 Habitus (OLD 2): “Expression, demeanor, manner, bearing.” Cf. Hor. Serm. 2.4.92. 
46 Plautus, Epidicus, Lines 194-195: age nunciam orna te, Epidice, et palliolum in collum conice/ itaque 
adsimulato quasi per urbem totam hominem quaesiveris. 
47 Plautus, Captivi, Lines 778-779: nunc certa res est, eodem pacto ut comici servi solent/ coniciam in 
collum pallium, primo ex med hanc rem ut audiat. 
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mantle up over his head, hunching over beneath it, and sneaking off into the shadows 
cloak-and-dagger-like. His exodus then (prodis, 54) is both social and physical; he 
departs from his lofty status (ex iudice, 54) as well as his home. 
Davus goes on to describe Horace’s movements when he arrives at his mistress’s 
door. He tells us that his master physically trembles (tremis, 57) when he is led inside 
(induceris, 56). The most conspicuously comical stage directions, however, describe 
Horace shut up in his mistress’s chest (turpi clausus in arca,/ quo te demisit peccati 
conscia erilis,/ contractum genibus tangas caput, 59-61). In his lively narration of this 
stock scene,48 Davus takes us inside the box, revealing Horace contorted in (and reduced 
to) the fetal position (contractum genibus tangas caput, 61). His body language reflects 
his complete loss of autonomy (and dignitas). It justifies Davus’ criticism a few lines 
later, when he explicitly calls his master a slave (o totiens servus!, 70). Davus points out 
that even after Horace has escaped (evasti, 68), he persists in returning to his mistress 
again and again (quaeres quando iterum paveas iterumque perire/ possis, 69-70). His 
actions in this mini-drama render him a slave (servus, 70), an adulterer (moechus, 71), 
and a fool. 
At line 89, Davus narrates the first of three shorter vignettes (89-94). These brief 
sketches continue to feature Horace in a variety of social and dramatic roles. He appears 
as an adulterer again, this time even more cruelly abused by his mistress (quinque 
talenta/ poscit te mulier, vexat foribusque repulsum/ perfundit gelida, rursus vocat, 89-
91). The diction recalls New Comedy, in its reference to Greek currency (quinque talenta,                                                         
48 Muecke (1993), among others, has identified this scene as an allusion to an ‘adultery mime.’ She cites 
Juv. 6-41-4, Reynolds (1946), pp. 77-84, and McKeown (1979), pp. 71-84 in particular (n. 59, p. 221). 
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89).49 The set-up is reminiscent of mime and elegy: the locked-out lover is at once kept at 
a distance and also in close captivity.50 He lacks the strength to free himself from his 
mistress’s control and remove his neck from the dishonorable yoke (eripe turpi/ colla 
iugo, 91-92). These conventional elements reinforce the theme of Horace’s slavery, and 
further contribute to the theatrical climate of the satire. 
Between lines 95-111, Davus depicts Horace as a slave once again, this time to 
his aesthetic and gastronomic appetites. He describes how Horace swoons (torpes, 95) 
over a painting by Pausias and covets gourmet delicacies (quae parvo sumi nequeunt 
obsonia captas?, 106), and remarks how he also delights in art and food. He observes that, 
despite their social disparity, they are both subject to the same basic human desires in one 
form or another (nil ego, si ducor libo fumante: tibi ingens/ virtus atque animus cenis 
responsat opimis?/ obsequium ventris mihi perniciosius est cur?, 102-105). By equating 
Horace’s appetites to his own, Davus continues to characterize his master as a 
stereotypical slave. 
Davus’ final short sketch is arguably the most significant, and germane to my 
reading of Sermones 2.7. It portrays Horace all alone in his free time (111-115). The 
slave offers us a sobering behind-the-scenes glimpse of what the “real” Horace is actually 
like when he is not writing (and performing by means of) his poetry. In so doing, he 
draws a sharp distinction between the poet and his poetic personae:                                                          
49 Muecke (1993), among others, has posited that Horace deliberately refers to Greek currency (quinque 
talenta, 89) here in order to cultivate the Greek New Comic context. She also points out that, “five talents 
is an outrageous sum, given that five minae represents a reasonable gift in comedy (Plaut. Truc. 739) and 
1 talent = 60 minae, cf. Plaut. Mostell. 973,” n. 89, p. 224.  
50 On the locked-out lover (exclusus amator) motif in love elegy, cf. Catullus 67, Horace Odes 3.10 and 
3.26, Tibullus 1.1.55-6 (Me retinent vinctum formosae vincla puellae,/ Et sedeo duras ianitor ante fores) 
and 1.2, Propertius 1.16, and Ovid Amores 1.6. Cf. Copley (1942; 1956).  
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“Add to that the fact that you’re unable to be by yourself for an hour,  
to properly invest in your leisure time,  
and you avoid yourself like a fugitive and a truant,  
seeking to deceive your care now with wine, now with sleep:  
in vain; for that black companion presses on and pursues you as you flee.”  
 
… adde quod idem 
non horam tecum esse potes, non otia recte 
ponere, teque ipsum vitas fugitivus et erro, 
iam vino quaerens, iam somno fallere curam: 
frustra; nam comes atra premit sequiturque fugacem. (111-115)51 
 
This vignette speaks to the fact that the Horace who appears in the poems is an 
artifact, one of many masks that the poet puts on to play a particular part and achieve a 
specific rhetorical goal. It stands in stark contrast to the idealized lifestyle of a poet that 
Horace celebrates across his work. He often expresses appreciation for his otium and 
illustrates how he spends it wisely. In Sermones 1.6, for example, Horace describes a 
typical carefree day spent shopping for vegetables, meandering around the forum, dining 
on simple fare, sleeping well and late, and idling about at home (domesticus otior, 128). 
In Sermones 2.6, he extols the peace and quiet of his country estate, where he can relax 
and enjoy the books of ancient authors and a good night’s rest (quandoque licebit/ nunc 
veterum libris, nunc somno et inertibus horis,/ ducere sollicitae iucunda oblivia vitae?, 
                                                        
51 Cf. Sermones 2.3.1-16, where Damasippus teases Horace for wallowing in his writer’s block, especially 
lines 1-4 (Sic raro scribis, ut toto non quater anno/ membranam poscas, scriptorum quaeque retexens,/ 
iratus tibi quod vini somnique benignus/ nil dignum sermone canas. Quid fiet?). 
The criticism leveled at Horace here by his slave echoes the poet’s own criticism of the unenlightened in 
his later poetry. Cf. Epistles 1.11.28-30 (strenua non exercet inertia: navibus atque/ quadrigis petimus 
bene vivere. quod petis hic est,/ est Vlubris, animus si te non deficit aequus) and Odes 3.1, especially 37-
40 (…sed Timor et Minae/ scandunt eodem quo dominus, neque/ decedit aerata triremi et/ post equitem 
sedet atra Cura). Harrison (1988) suggests that Horace’s self-deprecating self-portrait is designed to 
“deflate his own previous pretensions” and is more appropriate for concluding “a book of friendly and 




60-62).52 In praising this lifestyle, Horace also implicitly praises Maecenas, whose 
generous patronage makes it possible.  
The profligate persona he depicts here in Sermones 2.7 undermines the morally 
upright, carefree “Horace” who appears in Sermones 1.6 and 2.6. Using Davus as a 
mouthpiece, the poet calls attention to this contradiction. The slave implies that Horace’s 
poetic personae are all an act, and the “real” Horace is quite different from the character 
we come to know through his work. Davus puts his finger on a key issue, namely the fact 
that Horace performs though his poetry, playing different (sometimes inconsistent) roles 
to suit his rhetorical agendas. He reveals “Horace” to be an actor, adopting different 
masks to shape his audience’s perception of him. Freudenburg, among many others, has 
rightly recognized the fact that Horace presents variations on his poetic persona 
throughout his work. While there are a few regularly recurring autobiographical details, 
there is no single, consistent self-portrait across his corpus. 53 In each individual case, 
Horace employs the most appropriate persona for that poem. The poet calls attention to 
this trend in Sermones 2.7, not only by having Davus call him out on his role-playing, but 
also having Davus serve as an illustration of it.  
On the one hand, Horace (the poet) invites us to believe that this vignette depicts 
the “real” him by setting it up as a domestic exposé. On the other hand, he has spent the 
entire satire establishing a rich dramatic setting in which to contextualize this critical self-
portrait. The poet thus undermines this persona as well. It becomes just another theater 
                                                        
52 Cf. Epode 2.1-4: Beatus ille, qui procul negotiis,/ ut prisca gens mortalium,/ paterna rura bubus exercet 
suis,/ solutus omni faenore. 
53 See Freudenburg (1993), especially chapter 1.  
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mask at his disposal, no more or less “real” than any of the others. By acknowledging so 
many masks at play, Horace (the poet) tips his hand and reveals the theatrical activity 
underlying his self-presentation. He wants his audience to see that there are many layers 
to his self-portrait, and to discourage us from taking any particular one at face value. The 
poet thus cultivates a deliberate ambiguity behind which he can safely veil himself and 
his amicitia with Maecenas.  
 
III. Stock Characters 
As we have seen, Horace personally plays a variety of dramatic and social roles in 
this satire. On the one hand, he appears as various versions of himself: Horace (the 
character), one of the satire’s protagonists and main interlocutors, Horace (the character), 
who stars in Davus’ dramatic vignettes, and Horace (the poet), who lurks just offstage in 
the wings. On the other hand, he also appears as a host of comedic stock figures in Davus’ 
sketches including: the parasite (parasitus), the adulterer (moechus) and the slave 
(servus). In this way, the poet deliberately represents himself as a man of many (often 
theatrical) faces. 
In addition to performing these leading roles, Horace also populates Sermones 2.7 
with a strong supporting cast of comedic stock characters. He rounds up several of the 
usual suspects including: the adulteress (coniunx aliena, 46; matronae peccantis, 62; 
mulier, 90), the prostitute (meretricula, 46), and the maid (conscia, 60). Their brief, but 
memorable cameos further contribute to the satire’s pervasive theatrical atmosphere.  
The most obvious and prominent stock character, however, is none other than 
Davus himself. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, and discussed at length in chapter 
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two, the name alludes to a recurring figure (Daos or Davus) from the comedies of 
Menander and Terence.54 Horace briefly mentions him in Sermones 1.10, Sermones 2.5, 
and in the Ars Poetica. 55 In each instance, the poet cites Davus as a model of a servus 
callidus.56 Horace lays out a clear set of expectations for this character in Sermones 2.5 
when Tiresias advises Ulysses to act like the comic slave. The prophet prescribes specific 
words and gestures for the hero to emulate: “Beyond ‘no’ and ‘yes’ be silent. Be Davus 
in the comedy and stand with your head cocked to one side and imitate one who is afraid” 
(non etiam sileas. Davus sis comicus atque/ stes capite obstipo, multum similis metuenti, 
91-92). My reading of Sermones 2.5 suggested that this description actually depicts 
Davus performing within the context of his own plays, that is, pretending to be an ideal 
slave in order to execute a scheme. He demonstrates one of the stereotypical slave’s main 
functions, according to Duckworth, namely to “supervise or assist in trickery and 
impersonation.”57 Tiresias’ representation of a meek and mute Davus conflicts with the 
comedic slave’s conventional characterization. This figure is stereotypically “talkative, 
conceited, insolent, and lazy… gluttonous, lying, sordid and selfish.”58 This is exactly the 
kind of slave that Davus turns out to be in Sermones 2.7.  
In Sermones 2.7, Davus fulfills the expectations outlined by Tiresias. He plays the 
part of the slave perfectly, demonstrating the silence and docility required of the role… at 
                                                        
54 Cf. Legrand (910). For a general survey of Davus’ many appearances in Greco-Roman comedy, see 
Lejay (1911), p. 485 ff..  
55 Cf. Bo (1965), p. 112.  
56 Muecke (1993) points out that, “Davus’ name is important for his characterization: he is a servus callidus, 
the typical slave of comedy, cf. Menander (in eight plays), Plaut. Amph. 365, Ter. An. 194, Horace, Sat. 
1.10.40, 2.5.91, Ars P. 237,” p. 214.  
57 Duckworth (1952), p. 250. 
58 Stace (1968), p. 72. Cf. Duckworth (1952), p. 249. 
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least in the first four lines (Iamdudum ausculto et cupiens tibi dicere servus/ pauca 
reformido, 1-2). Once he has persuaded Horace (the character) to let him speak frankly, 
Davus immediately drops the act. Right away, the poet draws a distinction between 
public and private personae. He plays up the striking difference between Davus’ politic 
performance (e.g., “frugi quod sit satis, hoc est/ ut vitale putes,” 3-4) and his personal 
views (e.g., quid, si me stultior ipso/ quingentis empto drachmis deprenderis?, 42-43). 
This sets the stage for – and adds playful irony to – Davus’ criticism of Horace’s protean 
persona. 
Davus is an ideal vehicle for Horace to voice this criticism. The poet exploits the 
clever slave’s stereotypical candor, garrulousness, and insolence as a way of introducing 
his flaws.59 He plays up several of the slave’s stock characteristics in order to satirize 
similar qualities in himself. In particular, he equates the two men’s appetites for sex (46-
47), art (100-101), and food (102-103). By having Davus point out the many ways in 
which they resemble one another, Horace deliberately represents himself as a 
stereotypical slave and a character of the stage. This allows him to play out and subvert 
slander that he likely received in the extrapoetic world, likening his amicitia with 
Maecenas to servitude. In fact, when Davus criticizes Horace (the character) for lacking 
control over himself, his attendants, and his affairs, Horace (the poet) demonstrates just 
the opposite. At every moment in this satire, he is in complete control of his image, 
Davus, and his depiction of the patron-client relationship. The poet deliberately embraces 
the negative stereotypes in order to reclaim his reputation and to rewrite it on his own                                                         
59 Cf. Pseudolus, who mocks his master in Plautus’ play of the same name (lines 75 f.) and Milphio who 
teases Agorastocles (in Plautus’ Poenulus, line 364 f.). 
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terms. His willingness to poke fun at himself “on stage,” so to speak, betrays a certain 
confidence in his “offstage” role. Horace thus uses Davus as a mouthpiece to confront 
and ultimately undermine criticism accusing him of subservience and parasitim with 
respect to his patron.  
 
Conclusion 
In Sermones 2.7, one of Horace’s final satires, the poet looks back at positions 
that he took in previous poems. Wearing the mask of Davus, he calls attention to the 
inconsistencies that appear from one poem to the next. He essentially characterizes 
himself as an actor, adopting different masks in different situations to achieve different 
rhetorical effects. He concretizes this idea in Sermones 2.7 by casting himself in a variety 
of theatrical roles including a parasite, an adulterer, and a slave. Reinforcing the satire’s 
dramatic subtext, he sets the whole thing up as a dramatic dialogue, puts comedic diction 
in his characters’ mouths, locates them in stock situations, and styles them as stock 
figures. In this way, Horace emphasizes the array of theatrical elements that go into 
creating and maintaining his poetic and, by extension, his public persona. 
Horace intentionally adopts the roles of scurra, moechus, and servus here in order 
to satirize his relationship with his patron. Each of these roles characterizes him as a slave, 
either metaphorically or literally. In taking them on, he takes on the criticism that was an 
inevitable part of his life as a public figure in Maecenas’s circle. He simultaneously 
speaks to multiple audiences in this poem, including detractors as well as admirers. On 
one level, he indulges his critics, depicting himself as the slave they imagine him to be 
and deflecting further censure. On another, he winks at his friends (including his patron), 
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demonstrating that their amicitia is secure enough to withstand parody. Horace wants his 
audience to see and appreciate the multiple masks and narrative layers at play. He invites 
us to believe that Davus is presenting an accurate portrait of him. At the same time, he 
undercuts the portrait’s realism by highlighting its salient theatrical qualities. 
Through the voice of Davus, Horace warns us not to take any particular persona 
too seriously. He reveals his masks to be part of an extensive collection of dramatic 
devices that he uses to shape his self-presentation. The poet thus hides himself in plain 
sight; the many faces he puts forth obscure his “real” one. In this way, he is able to shield 
both himself and his relationship with Maecenas from criticism, and to demonstrate that 




The Role of the Client in Epistles 1.17 and 1.18: The Scurra 
Introduction 
 
Horace’s commentary on the dramatis persona of the client extends beyond the 
pages of his satires. He formally focuses on the subject once again in his first book of 
Epistles, specifically in Epistles 1.17 and 1.18. In these poems, Horace offers advice to 
two novice clients about how to behave in a patron-client relationship. With the voice of 
experience, he sets out detailed instructions for being a good client and a good friend to 
“greater men.” The key, he emphasizes again and again, is to strike the right balance 
between obsequium and libertas. He highlights the theatrical implications of this advice 
in two ways. First, he explicitly instructs his addressees to adapt their behavior according 
to their patrons’ dispositions. Secondly, he cultivates the poems’ salient theatrical 
undertones – just as he did in Sermones 1.9, 2.5, and 2.7 – by integrating an assortment of 
dramatic elements, including ethopoeia, dramaturgical diction, stock characters, and 
expressly theatrical metaphors. 
Epistles 1 was published approximately fifteen years after Sermones 1 and ten 
years after Sermones 2. In the interim, Horace had written the Epodes and first three 
books of Odes.1 The persona(e) he projects in Epistles 1 is, accordingly, older and more 
worldly wise than the neophyte who appears in his earlier work (non eadem est aetas, 
non mens, Ep. 1.1.3). In fact, in his introductory Epistle, which is dedicated to Maecenas, 
                                                        
1  Epistles 1 seems to have been published in 20 BCE, about 15 years after Sermones 1 (c. 35 or winter 
36/35 BCE), 10 years after Sermones 2 (c. 30 BCE), 10 years after Epodes (30 BCE), and about 3 years 
after publication of Odes 1-3 (published together c. 23 BCE). 
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he declares that he is setting aside his verses and other trivial pursuits in order to turn his 
attention to a topic better suited to his more advanced age and station in life, namely 
philosophy (nunc itaque et versus et cetera ludicra pono;/ quid verum atque decens, curo 
et rogo et omnis in hoc sum;/ condo et compono quae mox depromere possim, Ep. 1.1.10-
12). He proceeds to reexamine many of the same philosophical themes that he explored 
in his two books of Sermones (e.g. ambition, avarice, envy, sloth) from a more mature, 
seasoned point of view. He applies this perspective to his discussion of clientship in 
Epistles 1.17 and 1.18. 
In this chapter, I argue that Horace’s advice in these poems corresponds to and 
reinforces the connection between dramatic and social performance that he draws in 
Sermones 1.9, 2.5, and 2.7. His initial observations hold true some ten to fifteen years 
later and, in fact, become even more meaningful in light of the experience he has 
acquired since then. By this time, Horace has become a veteran poet and client. Having 
proven himself over the years, he is finally able to address the personal issue of clientship 
directly (or so it would seem) in the form of a didactic letter. By identifying thematic and 
rhetorical points of contact between these two closely related Epistles and their kindred 
satires, I aim to illustrate how Horace reiterates the fundamental role that theater plays in 




Satires vs. Epistles: Some Generic Considerations 
Horace’s Epistles are strikingly similar to his Satires with regard to content, style, 
and even meter. Indeed, Fraenkel calls them “an organic continuation of his Satires.”2 
The diatribe satires of book 1, in particular, have a great deal in common with the letters. 
They are essentially fashioned as one side of a conversation (sermo), in which the 
speaker (either Horace or a persona closely associated with him) makes a rhetorical case 
to an imagined audience. The poet ruminates on philosophical themes, interspersing these 
meditations with lively narratives. Likewise, in the Epistles, Horace presents a personal 
point of view on a variety of topics, many philosophical in nature and many purporting to 
draw from his own experiences. 3  
Scholars have long debated whether these poems were designed as actual 
correspondences or literary showpieces. Fraenkel, for one, is convinced that Epistle 1.14 
was a “true letter, spontaneously written in circumstances which are still recognizable.”4 
Ferri, among others, observes that while Horace makes every effort to maintain the 
pretense that these are real letters, they are nonetheless works of poetic fiction. He points 
out that Horace is, in fact, the first author in Rome to assemble and publish an entire 
collection of verse epistles.5 The poet, therefore, likely had an artistic – as well as 
philosophical – agenda in mind. I would argue that Horace employs the epistolary                                                         
2 Fraenkel (1959), p. 310.  
3 Cf. De Pretis (2004), who offers a comprehensive overview of the epistolary genre in general and 
Horace’s Epistles 1 in particular. On Horace’s self-presentation in the Epistles and the affinity between 
theater and letter writing, see especially, pp. 63-87. 
4 Fraenkel (1957), p. 311. 
5 Cf. Ferri (2007), p. 122. For precedent verse epistles, he cites Catullus Carmina 13 (a dinner invitation), 
35 (an excuse to compliment a friend’s poem), 65 (a variant on the prefatory epistle of dedication), 68. 




medium as yet another platform of performance. He exploits the form to create the 
illusion that there is a single intended audience for each poem, distancing himself from 
his many over-readers. On the premise that these are “private,” one-on-one 
communications, Horace is able to open up more freely about personal topics. He thus 
perpetuates the project of self-presentation that he began in his Satires, conscientiously 
constructing personae, both for himself and for his addressees, in order to control his 
message and convey a particular impression of his life and his way of thinking. 
This kind of fashioning of self and audience is commonly found in prose, as well 
as poetic, epistles. Both Cicero and Pliny, for example, take on various personae and 
carefully modulate the tone of their letters in order to achieve desired rhetorical effects.6 
Leach presents a detailed discussion of Cicero’s strategies of self-presentation in his 
letters. She observes that the author conscientiously constructs distinct ethoi both for 
himself and for his addressees. He uses his addressees as mirrors to reflect everything 
from his own anxieties about contemporary political issues to the way he lives his life. 
For this reason, she remarks, “Cicero’s epistolary communication shares more common 
ground than might be thought with the Latin poetic genres of the Republican and 
Augustan period that treat categorically ‘personal’ experience as a public configuration of 
self and write the addressee into the dialogue as a spectator of the self.” 7 Horace 
similarly projects carefully constructed personae in his letters and anticipates/ fashions 
his audience’s response to them. He makes a number of creative choices that affect his 
self-presentation, including the topics he chooses to discuss and the people he chooses to                                                         
6 Cf. Rudd (1992), Riggsby (1995), Hall (1998), Hoffer (1999), Leach (1999), and Carlon (2009). 
7 Leach (1999), p. 141. 
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discuss them with. By this time, Horace had achieved literary stardom and had been 
personally invited by Augustus into the imperial circle. Nonetheless, in the first book of 
Epistles, he chooses to address his letters to mostly ordinary people and to talk about 
mostly mundane issues. This seems to have been a deliberate decision aimed at 
cultivating the impression that he remained an ordinary guy in spite of his extraordinary 
circumstances. As Ferri remarks, “Like Seneca in his Epistulae ad Lucilium, Horace 
presents himself as a man still in search of illumination, not as perfect, and much of the 
appeal and comedy of the Letters derives from Horace’s dwelling on his own neuroses, 
his dissatisfaction, his sudden changes of mind (cf. Epistles 8.3-12, 15.42-6).”8 
Seneca’s Epistulae ad Lucilium offer a number of compelling analogies to 
Horace’s Epistles. In addition to the fact that Horace and Seneca assume similar personae, 
both authors also draw heavily upon the Greek tradition of philosophical letters. They use 
the epistolary medium not only as a mode of self-fashioning, but also of self-scrutiny. 9 
Edwards observes, “Although there was a strong philosophical tradition of concern with 
the well-being of the soul in the works of Plato, the Epicureans, and Stoics, particularly, 
there is very little in the way of what might be termed self-scrutiny in any extant 
philosophical letters from before Seneca’s time. Seneca by contrast makes extensive use 
of the potential of the letter form to explore the notion of the self.”10 Edwards seems to be 
overlooking Horace’s Epistles here, which are deeply concerned with exploring the                                                         
8 Ferri (2007), p. 127. 
9 Cf. Moles (2002), who argues that Horace’s Epistles are “both formally and profoundly philosophical; 
that the philosophical and political interrelate; and that the poems express some tensions, ambiguities and 
reservations in Horace’s attitudes both to public life and to Maecenas and Augustus, tensions which 
inform a wide-ranging and radical debate about the pros and cons of engagement in, or withdrawal from, 
that public life,” p. 141. 
10 Edwards (1997), p. 25. 
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notion of the self, as we will see in the examples discussed in this chapter. Horace takes 
full advantage of the epistolary form in order to examine his own life and to expound 
upon his philosophical beliefs. 
 
The Tone of Epistles 1.17 and 1.18 
The tone of these letters is notoriously difficult to pin down. Scholars have long 
debated whether Horace is being serious or ironic, simply candid or purposefully 
provocative.11 Their confusion has a great deal to do with the dissonance between the 
poems’ subject matter and the poet himself.  The epistles deal with a disturbing topic, 
namely the ars scurrandi, or, as Fraenkel puts it, “how to exploit [one’s] patron without 
annoying him.”12 This advice is extremely problematic, especially coming from Horace, 
whose life and reputation are inextricably tied to his own patron, Maecenas. The most 
palatable – and arguably the most compelling – way of interpreting the tone of these 
poems is to assume that Horace is adopting the ironic mask of an unscrupulous client or a 
magister scurrandi in order to explore the moral ambiguities of the patron-client 
relationship. The pretext of irony allows us to absolve Horace of some of the more 
outrageous things he says about clients and the ways in which they manipulate their 
patrons. As Rudd observes, “When all allowance has been made for irony, the basic 
message of the epistle is clear enough: you won’t get far unless you’re tactful and 
obliging.” 13 Porter concurs with Rudd, “Yes, 17 and 18 are satiric and ironic – not 
                                                        
11 For a comprehensive overview of scholarly interpretations of the satire, see Mayer (1985), especially pp. 
284-286. 
12 Fraenkel (1959), p. 322. He calls the entire epistle “upsetting.” 
13 Rudd (1976), p. 157. 
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because Horace is making fun of Scaeva and Lollius and distancing himself from them 
but because he is giving them pragmatic advice he knows he himself has used – and will 
soon use again.” 14 While irony helps to account for the tone of these poems, there is no 
single, easy solution to unraveling them. Horace is deliberately complicating their 
meaning; he has left open the possibility that they might be misinterpreted. I argue that 
this is indicative of the kind of self-presentation that we have seen him demonstrate in the 
Satires. Just as he did in those poems, Horace presents a multi-faceted, many-layered 
self-portrait here in order to simultaneously address the concerns of various rings of 
audience and mount his poetic self-defense. In this way, he is able to confront criticism 
identifying him with a scurra (among other distorted depictions of a client), differentiate 
himself from this contemptible character, and demonstrate appropriate modes of social 
performance.15 
 
I. Epistle 1.17 
 
In Epistle 1.17, Horace offers advice to a certain Scaeva on how to conduct 
himself among “greater men” (quo tandem pacto deceat maioribus uti, 2).16 As Mayer 
observes, “Deceat strikes the keynote; our concern is not simply access to the eminent                                                         
14 Porter (2002), p. 55. 
15 Horace takes care to distinguish himself from scurrae elsewhere in his corpus. Oliensis (1998) observes 
that during the verbal spar between the scurrae Cicirrus and Sarmentus in Satires 1.5, Horace 
conscientiously draws a distinction between his own position as moderate satirist and the crude joking of 
the scurrae: “[A key] point about this satiric entertainment is that it is not Horace who provides it. For the 
benefit of those detractors who imagine him to play the buffoon for the amusement of his social superiors, 
Horace takes care to locate himself very definitively in the audience, far above the satiric boxing ring,” p. 
29.  
16 This identity of this figure is unknown. Mayer (1994) points out that, “T. P. Wiseman hesitantly 
identifies him with P. Paquius Scaeva (New Men in the Roman Senate (Oxford 1971) 180). Some assume 
the name was chosen because of its sense ‘gauche’ (OLD scaeuus 3; cf. Celsus 8.1). But it also means a 
favorable omen (OLD scaeua1 2, a point forgotten by students of Lucan as well). What is more H. uses 
the proper name for nobody in particular at S. 2.1.53,” p. 231. 
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(OLD maior 6), but proper behavior in their company (23, 42).”17 In the first part of the 
poem, Horace defends both the institution of clientship and the use of one’s patron to get 
ahead in the world (1-42). In the second part, he elaborates on the right (and wrong) ways 
of going about this (43-62).18 Drawing on conventional anecdotes as well as personal 
experience, the poet encourages his addressee to be mindful and ever in control of his 
self-presentation.  
Epistles 1.17 has several points of contact with the satires that I examined in 
chapters 1-3. Its basic set-up neatly aligns with that of Sermones 2.5. Both poems are 
designed as didactic discourses prescribing how a client should behave with regard to his 
patron. The letter arguably alludes to the satire in its opening lines, when Horace refers to 
himself as a blind man who wishes to show his addressee the way (caecus iter monstrare 
velit, 4). Horace thus positions himself as a Tiresias figure, offering candid advice to his 
respective Ulysses: 
Although, Scaeva, you reflect enough upon and know your own interests, 
learn, now, how it is fitting to be useful to greater men,  
learn those things which a humble friend still learning believes, as if  
a blind man wished to show you the way. 
 
Quamuis, Scaeua, satis per te tibi consulis, et scis 
quo tandem pacto deceat maioribus uti, 
disce, docendus adhuc quae censet amiculus, ut si 
caecus iter monstrare velit; (lines 1-5) 
                                                         
17 Mayer (1994), p. 232. In his 1985 article, Mayer observes that the Epistles are generally concerned with 
conduct “quid uerum atque decens (1.11), ‘what is right and becoming’; quid sit pulchrum, quid turpe, 
quid utile (2.3), ‘what is fair, what is foul, what is profitable,’” p. 35. 
18 I agree with scholars like McNeill (2001), especially pp. 26-27, and Bowditch (2010), especially pp. 65-
66, who point out that these poems are primarily concerned with defining proper patron-client etiquette 
and revealing a glimpse of some of the many challenges facing the lesser amicus. McNeill remarks, that 
“taken together, [Epistles 1.17 and 1.18] provide us with a map of the conceivable range of patron-client 
interaction. At the same time, by hinting in these two poems at the difficulties inherent in occupying the 
junior role in such relationships, Horace reemphasizes the constant care and agility with which he, like 
any client, had to navigate the shifting and uncertain terrain of his purported friendship,” p. 27. 
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In his own voice this time, Horace encourages the would-be client to make himself useful 
to his patron, and to have no qualms about deriving personal gain from the relationship. 
Both the allusion to the blind man and the familiar (unsettling) subject matter subtly 
prompt the audience to draw connections between the two poems and their protagonists. 
The ironic tone of Sermones 2.5 seeps into Epistles 1.17. When the poet presents himself 
as “a humble friend still learning” (docendus adhuc… amiculus,19 3), we hear echoes of 
the blind prophet’s satiric voice, which undercut the propriety expressed by Horace’s 
words.20 Horace then comes across as if he is parodying the style of an ingratiating 
client.21 Just as he did in Sermones 2.5, the poet ironically engages with negative 
stereotypes in order to explore some of the ethical issues involved in performing this 
social role. 
Horace continues to destabilize his audience’s understanding of the poem by 
employing the problematic word uti in line 2 to announce the subject of the letter, namely 
advice on how “to be useful” to greater men. Mayer interprets uti in a basic, congenial 
sense, meaning “to be useful” or “to be a friend.”22 In fact, the word has much more 
cynical connotations, which Horace is almost certainly calling upon here. It is extremely 
unlikely that the poet would have employed such a loaded, problematic word haphazardly 
in this context. Uti can also convey a sense of exploitation, which was anathema to 
                                                        
19 Amiculus (OLD): “(in familiar or depreciatory use) A dear friend, humble friend.”   
20 Cf. Tiresias’ biting sarcasm and blunt candor in Sermones 2.5: ‘iamne doloso/ non satis est Ithacam 
revehi patriosque penatis/ aspicere?’ (3-5); ‘quando pauperiem missis ambagibus horres,/ accipe qua 
ratione queas ditescere’ (9-10). 
21 Cf. Davus’ comically obsequious comments and tone in Sermones 2.7: ‘Iamdudum ausculto et cupiens 
tibi dicere servus/ pauca reformido.’  Davusne? ‘ita, Davus, amicum/ mancipium domino et frugi quod sit 
satis, hoc est/ ut vitale putes” (1-4). 
22 Utor (OLD 9b): “to have friendly relations or associate with.” Cf. Mayer (1994), p. 232. 
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friendship and therefore of central concern to the patron-client relationship.23 As Saller 
observes, amicitia was supposed to rest on virtue (especially fides) and not utilitas.24 
Brunt adds that, in addition to fides, the relationship was also supposed to be based on 
veritas.25  I argue that Horace uses the word uti here in order to evoke its negative 
implications for a client. The theme of exploitation becomes even more prominent when 
Horace goes on to assert, “if you wish to be helpful to your friends and to treat yourself a 
little more kindly, you will make your way, thirsty, toward a richly laden table” (si 
prodesse tuis pauloque benignius ipsum/ te tractare voles, accedes siccus ad unctum, 11-
12). This suggestion strongly correlates the client with the parasite from Roman 
comedy.26 Horace expands on this bold statement with a series of anecdotes about the 
philosophers Diogenes and Aristippus (13-32), employing ethopoeia in the process. He 
ventriloquizes these figures, performing mini-dialogues between them. I argue that he 
does so not only to convey the anecdotes more vividly, but also to subtly cultivate the 
theatrical subtext of their conversation.  
In the first anecdote (13-15), Diogenes chides Aristippus for choosing to dine 
with kings instead of being content with a simple meal of vegetables (‘si pranderet holus 
patienter, regibus uti/ nollet Aristippus,’ 13-14). Aristippus remarks that if Diogenes 
knew how to keep company with kings, he would not need to dine on vegetables (‘si                                                         
23 Utor (OLD 8b): “to put to profitable use, exploit.” Cf. Ter. Ph. 79 in which two slaves discuss one’s 
conduct toward his superiors: Geta says, “I did everything for them, complying with whatever they 
wanted (coepi eis omnia facere, obsequi quae vellent) and Davus replies “you know how to take 
advantage of the market” (scisti uti foro). 
24 Saller (1982), p. 13.  
25 Brunt (1988), p. 355. Cf. Cicero, Laelius (92, 97) and Quinct. (26), cited in Brunt (1988). 
26 Duckworth (1952): “One characteristic all parasites display in common – love of good food and a desire 
for free meals. Cf. Asin. 913 f., Capt. 69 ff., 461 ff., 845 ff., 901 ff., Curc. 317 ff., 366 ff., Men. 77 ff., Mil. 
33 ff., Pers. 53 ff., 93 ff., 329 ff., Stich. 155 ff., Eun. 1058 ff., Phorm. 1053,” p. 266.  
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sciret regibus uti,/ fastidiret holus qui me notat,’ 14-15).27 Reiterating the importance of 
the word uti, the poet repeats it twice. He clarifies what he meant by “greater men” 
(maioribus) in line two by explicitly identifying them as kings (regibus, 13, 14) here. A 
common term for patron, rex firmly connects these anecdotal quips to the central subject 
of the poem, namely how to behave in a patron-client relationship.28 
Horace first encourages Scaeva to evaluate for himself which of the two 
philosophers is wiser. Then, underlining his age and by extension his years of experience, 
he suggests that the younger man simply take his word on why Aristippus’s way of 
thinking is better (utrius horum/ verba probes et facta doce, vel iunior audi/ cur sit 
Aristippi potior sententia, 15-17). To support his view, Horace performs a mini-
monologue in the voice of Aristippus. Addressing Diogenes directly, he observes that 
both men essentially “play the same part”: 
“I myself play the scurra for my own benefit, you play the scurra for the people’s benefit; 
this way of mine is better and more splendid by far. I do my duty so that a horse carries me 
and a king feeds me; you ask for cheap things, in truth,  
being inferior to the giver although you pose as needing no man.”  
 
‘scurror ego ipse mihi, populo tu; rectius hoc et 
splendidius multo est. equus ut me portet, alat rex               
officium facio: tu poscis vilia, verum 
dante minor, quamvis fers te nullius egentem.’ (19-22) 
 
This speech is full of theatrical import. The very first word, scurror, sounds a dramatic 
note. Horace coins the term, which means to “play the part of a scurra” or “perform the 
role of a parasite” here.29 With this striking coinage, Aristippus candidly concedes that 
both he and Diogenes are each performers in their own right. The distinction between                                                         
27 Cf. Sermones 1.6, in which Horace expresses his own contentment with a simple meal of vegetables. 
28 Rex (OLD 8): “A great man in relation to his clients or sim., patron.” 
29 Scurror (OLD): “to play the scurra.” Cf. Hor. Ep. 1.17.19; Hor. Ep. 1.18.2. 
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them, he remarks, is that he performs for his own benefit, while Diogenes performs for 
the benefit of the people (ego ipse mihi, populo tu, 19). Aristippus unabashedly 
acknowledges that he derives a comfortable lifestyle from “doing his duty”: a horse 
carries him and a king (i.e. patron) feeds him (equus ut me portet, alat rex/ officium facio, 
20-21). Diogenes, on the other hand, puts on a show in order to set a philosophical 
example for others. He presents himself as a mendicant in order to make a public display 
of his disdain for materialism and to encourage similar disdain in others. Aristippus calls 
him out on his hypocritical histrionics, using distinctly dramaturgical diction to do so. He 
observes that, as a beggar, Diogenes ultimately does depend on a patron, however humble 
he may be, even though he poses as (fers te, 22) as an independent man.30 By framing this 
mini-monologue with conspicuously theatrical diction (“scurror” and “fers te”), the poet 
strongly reinforces its dramatic message. 
Further contributing to the overall theatrical nature of this speech is its remarkable 
resemblance to Gnatho’s famous monologue from Terence’s Eunuchus (232-264). In the 
comedy, Gnatho muses on his own good fortune, comparing himself to a fellow parasite, 
who is down on his luck, reduced to rags, and winds up begging on the street (quendam 
m<ei> loci hinc atque ordinis,/ hominem haud inpurum, itidem patria qui abligurrierat 
bona:/ video sentum squalidum aegrum, pannis annisque obsitum, 234-236). He 
distinguishes himself as a “new kind of scurra,” who makes himself indispensible to his 
patron by always being agreeable and lavishing praise upon him (hoc novomst aucupium; 
ego adeo hanc primus inveni viam./ est genus hominum qui esse primos se omnium rerum 
                                                        
30 Fero (OLD 17): “to play, sustain a part.” Cf. Pl. Mer. 276; Ter. Ad. 880; Hor. S. 1.9.46; Hor. Ep. 1.17.29. 
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volunt/ nec sunt: hos consector; hisce ego non paro me ut rideant,/ sed eis ultro adrideo 
et eorum ingenia admiror simul./  quidquid dicunt laudo; id rursum si negant, laudo id 
quoque;/ negat quis: nego; ait: aio; postremo imperavi egomet mihi/ omnia adsentari. is 
quaestu' nunc est multo uberrimus,” 246-253).31 Gnatho’s speech has numerous points of 
contact with that of Aristippus. In addition to the fact that both men directly compare 
themselves to fellow parasites/ scurras in rags, they also candidly advocate social 
performance as a means of getting ahead in the world. There is a didactic element in both 
speeches as well. Just as Aristippus advises Diogenes to modify his behavior, so too does 
Gnatho hope to advise others. He remarks that many men have expressed interest in 
learning these very lucrative skills from him, and even suggests that a philosophical 
school be named after him (ille ubi miser famelicus videt mi esse tantum honorem et /tam 
facile victum quaerere, ibi homo coepit me obsecrare/ ut sibi liceret discere id de me: 
sectari iussi,/ si potis est, tamquam philosophorum habent disciplinae ex ipsis/ vocabula, 
parasiti ita ut Gnathonici vocentur, 260-264). When read with this comedic context in 
mind, Aristippus’ speech takes on additional theatrical dimensions.  
While it quickly becomes apparent from context that Aristippus is the speaker of 
this mini-monologue, Horace never formally signals to his audience that he has switched 
from his own first-person voice to that of the philosopher. There are no cues in the 
diction, and without the benefit of quotation marks it is not immediately evident that the 
poet has taken on a new role. Therefore, when he says, “I myself play the scurra”                                                         
31 Cf. Peniculus in Terence’s Menaechmi, whose patron expects praise in exchange for a free meal: MEN. 
Dic hominem lepidissimum esse me. PEN. Vbi essuri sumus?/ MEN. Dic modo hoc quod ego te iubeo. 




(scurror ego ipse mihi, 19), these words initially seem to be spoken in Horace’s own 
voice. In this way, the poet momentarily identifies himself as a scurra before quickly 
retreating behind the mask of Aristippus. He playfully shifts back and forth between 
personae, managing to assume the role of the scurra, distance himself from it, and 
provisionally redefine its negative connotations through the positive example of 
Aristippus in quick succession. The poet thus continues to destabilize his audience’s 
ability to pin down a clear impression of him and his actual experience as a client.32 
Setting aside the mask of Aristippus, Horace explains in his own words why the 
philosopher is an excellent model for a client. He represents him as a paragon of 
flexibility, someone who can easily adapt to any situation. Diogenes, on the other hand, 
doggedly clings to – and thus remains stuck in – his ways: 
Every lifestyle, social position, and degree of prosperity 
was appropriate to Aristippus, aspiring for/ to greater things,  
but, as a rule, content with what he had at hand. 
On the other hand, I’d be surprised if a change of lifestyle would suit him 
whom Endurance wraps in a double rag. 
The one [Aristippus] will not wait for a purple mantle;  
after donning anything at all, he will proceed through the very crowded streets 
and sustain either role. He is not uncomfortable in either one; 
the other [Diogenes] will shun a cloak woven at Miletus, worse than a dog or a snake, 
he will die of cold, unless you return his rags;  
give them back and let him live his life without [material things], misfit that he is. 
 
omnis Aristippum decuit color et status et res, 
temptantem maiora, fere praesentibus aequum: 
contra, quem duplici panno patientia uelat, 
mirabor, vitae via si conversa decebit.                                                         
32 In the Epistulae ad Lucilium, Seneca employs similar techniques of using personae to distance himself 
from a sentiment he has just expressed in the first person. Cf. Edwards (1997): “At times in the letters 
Seneca plays the role of Stoic sage, at times that of a lowly aspirant to philosophical improvements. 
Sometimes he mimics the voice of the traditional Roman moralist castigating the material luxuries of his 
fellows, sometimes that of the retired senator concerned with his estates, sometimes that of the elderly 
invalid. This strategy of many voices may, of course, be seen as a means for avoiding monotony, 
sustaining the reader’s attention – a means to make philosophical instruction palatable. Yet it may also 




alter purpureum non expectabit amictum, 
quidlibet indutus celeberrima per loca vadet 
personamque feret, non inconcinnus utramque; 
alter Mileti textam cane peius et angui 
vitabit chlamydem, morietur frigore si non 
rettuleris pannum. refer et sine vivat ineptus. (23-32) 
 
Horace praises Aristippus for his ability to adjust to any lifestyle.33 He remarks that the 
philosopher will go out in public wearing whatever clothes are available to him, equally 
comfortable in the trappings of lower and upper classes. Diogenes, by contrast, will only 
wear the rags (pannum, διπλοΐς), which distinguish him as a Cynic philosopher. By 
mentioning this detail, Horace calls attention to the function of costumes in social 
performance: they serve as external markers of social identity.34 It is at this point in the 
poem, that Horace makes his most overt theatrical reference. He tells us that Aristippus 
“plays a part” (personamque feret, 29) when he goes out in public. In this way, the poet 
puts his social commentary in explicitly theatrical terms. He elegantly equates the notions 
of dramatic and social performance. He does so just around the poem’s midpoint (at line 
31), underscoring the significance of this theatrical metaphor by means of its central 
position.  
When Horace praises Aristippus for his changeability, he sheds light on his 
treatment of the subject in Sermones 2.7. In that satire, Davus criticizes Horace for 
behaving inconsistently when it comes to Maecenas, as well as other important areas of 
his life. As I argued in the previous chapter, through his dialogue with his slave, Horace 
                                                        
33 As Mayer (1995) observes, “the leading trait of this character is its adaptability to any role he chose to 
play (Ep. I.17.29 non inconcinnus). Horace artfully tips the balance further in his favour by evoking the 
language of Roman social intercourse when he has Aristippus say officium facio,” p. 287. 
34 Cf. Sermones 2.7.53-56, where Davus points out that Horace casts off his equestrian apparel and goes out 
in disguise to meet his mistress (tu cum proiectis insignibus, anulo equestri/ Romanoque habitu, prodis ex 
iudice Dama/ turpis, odoratum caput obscurante lacerna, / non es quod simulas?). 
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effectively acknowledges that he adapts his self-presentation depending on his audience. 
He presents himself differently to his attendants than he does to his patron, and he takes 
on a variety of poetic personae to speak to various rings of audience. In this epistle, 
Horace reiterates this point by praising Aristippus for doing the same. The fact that he 
once again uses theatrical terms to describe this practice (i.e. personamque feret, 29) 
further underscores the theatrical subtext of both poems.  
In addition to praising Aristippus for his adaptability, Horace also commends him 
for his ambition. He remarks that “every lifestyle, social position, and degree of 
prosperity was appropriate to Aristippus, aspiring for/ to greater things, but, as a rule, 
content with what he had at hand” (omnis Aristippum decuit color et status et res,/ 
temptantem maiora fere, praesentibus aequum, 23-24). This comment seems to 
contradict Horace’s earlier stance on the subject. Throughout both books of Sermones, 
Horace frequently defends himself against (perceived) accusations of ambitio.35 In 
Sermones 1.6, for example, he makes every effort to distance himself from the stigma of 
ambition when he describes his initial introduction to Maecenas. In Sermones 1.9, he 
famously excoriates the pest for brazenly seeking to improve his lot in life through 
Maecenas’s patronage. Horace revisits the issue of ambition here, offering a more 
nuanced, philosophical view of the topic. He goes on the offensive, so to speak, no longer 
striving to dissociate himself from ambitio entirely, but rather acknowledging in a way 
that it has played a part in his rise to poetic and personal prominence. Building on the 
                                                        
35 As Harrison (1986) observes, “Horace’s sermones consistently present an author who is literarily 
unambitious and who from time to time even claims that he is not writing poetry… Cf. Sat. 1.4.41-42, Ep. 
1.1.10, Ars Poetica 306,” p. 476.  
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example of Aristippus, he tells Scaeva that it is alright to be ambitious, as long as you can 
be equally happy in any status, high or low. It is by undertaking ambitious tasks, he says, 
that men “touch the throne of Jove and scale the heavens” (Res gerere et captos 
ostendere civibus hostis/ attingit solium Iovis et caelestia temptat, 33-34).36 He 
immediately follows this hyperbole with the understatement, “it is not the lowest form of 
glory to have pleased leading men” (principibus placuisse viris non ultima laus est, 35). 
This comment is particularly striking, in light of its juxtaposition with the previous 
sentence. The poet directs our gaze from the celestial heights (caelestia) down to the 
lowest (ultima) planes. He employs a kind of litotes with the term “non ultima,” as if he 
is trying to poetically characterize clientship as a “great deed,” while at the same time 
firmly grounding it in reality. He exhorts Scaeva to rise up and accept the ambitious task 
of being a good client (33-42), concluding his motivational speech with the message: 
“Either virtue is an empty name or the enterprising man is right to seek glory and reward” 
(aut virtus nomen inane est,/ aut decus et pretium recte petit experiens vir, 41-42). 
Horace thus makes his case, formally defending both the institution of clientship and 
social advancement through it.  
Once again, this bold statement rings discordantly with Horace’s more modest, 
diplomatic depictions of the patron-client relationship elsewhere in his corpus. The 
poem’s ironic overtones make this message somewhat easier to accept. At the same time, 
Horace leaves open the possibility that his words will be taken at face value. In this way, 
he playfully pushes boundaries and tests his audiences’ response to this potentially 
                                                        
36 Cf. Carmen 1.1.35-36: quodsi me lyricis vatibus inseres,/ sublimi feriam sidera vertice. 
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provocative material. He keeps them guessing about whether he is being serious about or 
making light of this personal situation. I would argue that his candor in fact reveals his 
confidence in the honorable nature of his own patron-client amicitia. 
In the second part of the poem, Horace gives Scaeva concrete advice on how to 
act in front of his patron. As if composing a handbook on client etiquette, he states: 
“those who remain silent about their own poverty in front of their patrons will get more 
than the one who demands financial support; it makes a difference whether you take 
modestly or you grab; this was the head of the matter all along, this was the source 
(coram rege suo de paupertate tacentes/ plus poscente ferent; distat sumasne pudenter/ 
an rapias. atqui rerum caput hoc erat, hic fons, 43-45). Horace prominently places the 
phrase coram rege at the front of the line in order to emphasize the fact that it is the 
patron’s presence that determines the client’s behavior. McNeill, among others, has 
commented on the unsettling nature of these lines and the ones that follow. He observes 
that since Horace “takes such great pains elsewhere to deny that he plays the scurra for 
personal benefit (as we have seen in the Satires), it is perhaps surprising that he would 
here endorse such a bald outline of this same practice and tell Scaeva that being quiet, 
modest, and uncomplaining in one’s dealings with a patron will yield better results (43-
45).”37 Again, I posit that the satiric tone of the poem helps to account for this unusual 
advice. Just as he parodied the style of an overly ingratiating client at the start of the letter, 
Horace parodies the style of an overly abrasive one here. In so doing, he confronts the 
negative stereotypes at both ends of the spectrum.  
                                                        
37 McNeill (2001), p. 26. 
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When the poet tells his protégé not to pester his patron with complaints, he 
reinforces this advice through a series of vivid examples. The first is a lively vignette, in 
which Horace voices two unwitting clients and demonstrates exactly the sort of 
grumbling Scaeva should avoid: “My sister is undowered, my mother a little pauper, and 
our farm is neither fit for sale nor able to sustain us…give us provisions!” Another 
chimes in, “And for me too!” (‘indotata mihi soror est, paupercula mater,/ et fundus nec 
vendibilis nec pascere firmus’/ qui dicit, clamat ‘victum date.’ succinit alter/  ‘et mihi!,’ 
46-49). The poet observes that this kind of querulousness results in fewer benefits for 
everyone involved. He philosophically remarks, “if the crow were able to feed silently, he 
would have a larger feast and much less fighting and envy” (sed tacitus pasci si posset 
corvus, haberet/ plus dapis et rixae multo minus invidiaeque, 49-50).  
In his next example, he tells Scaeva that if he is lucky enough to be taken along as 
a companion on a trip, he should not complain about the conditions: 
“The man who, having been taken as a companion to Brundisium or pleasant Surrentum,  
complains about the uneven roads and the bitter cold and rains,  
or bewails his chest having been broken open and his travelling provisions stolen, 
reproduces the tricks of the prostitute often lamenting her stolen anklet, so that soon 
there in no credence in her false or true griefs.”  
 
Brundisium comes aut Surrentum ductus amoenum, 
qui queritur salebras et acerbum frigus et imbris, 
aut cistam effractam et subducta viatica plorat, 
nota refert meretricis acumina, saepe catellam, 
saepe periscelidem raptam sibi flentis, uti mox 
nulla fides damnis verisque doloribus adsit. (52-57) 
 
The reference to Brundisium recalls Sermones 1.5, in which Horace describes a journey 
that he took with his own patron. In fact, Horace does mention a few unfavorable 
conditions on that trip, remarking on the traffic along the Via Appia, his indigestion and, 
of course, his (conveniently timed) conjunctivitis. I would argue, however, that Horace 
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includes these details not to complain to his patron, but rather to add colorful details to 
his travelogue. In fact, he characterizes the overall journey as a memorable adventure 
shared by a group of close friends. He thus stands by the advice that he offers here. 
Epistles 1.17, then, opens up additional insight about how to interpret Sermones 1.5. It 
seems to hint at the fact that the satire is an illustration of the kind of social performance 
discussed here. The poet is calling attention to the fact that he has followed his own 
advice by not complaining about the conditions and that, in so doing, he has properly 
carried out the role of a client. It encourages the reader to revisit Sermones 1.5, with the 
theme of social performance in mind. 
  Horace concludes the epistle by subtly suggesting that the client’s actions should 
reflect genuine fides and friendship. To that end, the poet presents two final cautionary 
tales both involving characters of the stage. In the first anecdote, Horace compares the 
complaining companion to a meretrix, up to her usual tricks (nota … acumina, 55). 
Scholars like Duckworth and Duncan observe that comedic meritrices tend to fall into 
two categories, and both commonly resort to histrionics to get their way. Duncan 
distinguishes between “the ‘sincere’ or ‘good faith’ ones, those who truly love the 
adulescens (even if they occasionally ‘have to’ feign affection towards another lover for 
money), and the ‘bad faith’ ones, those who do not truly love anyone, but play everyone 
for money.” 38 When Horace brings this figure into play, he reduces her to her most basic 
stock qualities, namely trickery and cupidity. She uses complaint as a means of                                                         
38 Duncan (2006), p. 137. She goes on to observe that, “the ‘bad faith’ meretrix lies about her feelings and 
intentions to everyone in order to get what she wants; she occasionally even impersonates someone else, 
whether a respectable matron (as in Miles Gloriosus) or a new mother (as in Truculentus). But even the 
‘good,’ ‘sincere’ meretrix feigns affection for her less appealing clients in order to wring more money and 
gifts out of them.” See also Duckworth (1952), especially pp. 258-261. 
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manipulating her benefactor, “often lamenting her [stolen] chain, often lamenting her 
stolen anklet, so that soon there is no credence in her false or true griefs” (saepe 
catellam,/ saepe periscelidem raptam sibi flentis, uti mox/ nulla fides damnis verisque 
doloribus adsit, 55-57).39  With her histrionic behavior, she undermines the trust (fides, 
57) in her relationship.  
Trust is the central issue of the second anecdote as well. The poet presents a vivid 
vignette, in which a charlatan pretends to have a broken leg in order to elicit charity from 
a potential benefactor: 
For the once-deceived cannot be bothered to pick up an imposter with a broken leg at the 
crossroads, although many tears may flow from that man, [and] having sworn by holy 
Osiris he says, “Believe me, I am not putting on an act; cruel men, raise up the lame!” 
“Seek out a stranger,” the neighbor shouts back at him raucously. 
 
nec semel irrisus triviis attollere curat 
fracto crure planum, licet illi plurima manet 
lacrima, per sanctum iuratus dicat Osirim 
‘credite, non ludo; crudeles, tollite claudum.’ 
‘quaere peregrinum’ vicinia rauca reclamat. (58-62) 
 
Horace brings ethopoeia, dramaturgical diction, and an expressly theatrical figure into 
play in this final scene. Just as he did in Sermones 2.5, the poet “performs” the roles of 
both the con artist and his mark.40 Speaking as the would-be client, he exclaims, “Believe 
me, I am not deceiving you. Cruel men, raise up the lame!” He includes colorful 
dramaturgical details, such as the fact that the con artist cries (illi plurima manet/ lacrima, 
59-60). Using enjambment, the poet visually illustrates the very many tears (plurima … 
lacrima) flowing down (manet) to the subsequent line. This melodramatic touch echoes 
Tiresias’ advice in Sermones 2.5, when he instructs Ulysses to cry a little in order to                                                         
39 In Plautus’ Menaechmi, the parasite Peniculus observes that a meretrix knows to act in a particular way 
to get what she wants (Meretrix tantisper blanditur, dum illud quod rapiat videt, 193). 
40 Cf. Sermones 2.5.32-37; 97; 101-102. 
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conceal his expression betraying joy (“sparge subinde et, si paulum potes illacrimare: 
est/ gaudia prodentem vultum celare”).41  The would-be patron of Epistle 1.17 is not 
fooled by the con artist’s charade. Horace gives him the final word, shouting raucously 
(and alliteratively - rauca reclamat, 62): “Ask a stranger!” (quaere peregrinum, 62). The 
poet thus uses ethopoeia once again in order to animate the scene and reinforce its 
dramatic message.  
Horace further underscores the theatrical moral of this story – and the epistle as a 
whole – by employing expressly dramaturgical diction. He uses the significant verb ludo 
(61) here, which has strong connotations of performance.42 What is more, he juxtaposes 
this word with credite (61), visually contrasting the notions of performance and trust.  
The most conspicuous theatrical term, however, and the one that is most germane to my 
reading of the poem, is planum (“imposter”) at line 59.43 The Latin word comes from 
Greek πλάνος, which appears in a number of 4th century comic fragments.44 In Book 
16.7.10 of his Attic Nights, Aulus Gellius attests to the fact that Laberius uses the word in 
his mime, Anna Perenna, substituting the Grecism “planus” for “sychophanta.”45 Gellius 
also notes that Cicero uses the word in the same way in the Pro Cluentio to describe a 
                                                        
41 Sermones 2.5.103-104. 
42 Ludo (OLD 6): “To take part in a public entertainment or show. To represent (a character, play) on the 
stage, etc. to mime (a song).” 
43 Planus (OLD): “One who practices deceit or imposture, especially as a means of making a living.” Cf. 
Cic. Clu. 72; Hor. Ep. 1.17.59; Petr, 82.2; 140.15; Plin. Nat. 35.89. 
44 In the 4th century Greek comic plays, the word seems to have had the sense of “vagabond.” Cf. πλάνος 
(TLG): Nicostr. Com. fr. 24K: Κηφισόδωρον οὐ κακῶς µὰ τὸν Δία τὸν πλάνον φασὶ στενωπὸν εἰς στενὸν 
στῆσαί τινας ἀγκαλίδας ἔχοντας, ὤστε µὴ παρελθεῖν µηδένα; Dionys. Com. fr. 4K: Κηφισόδωρον φασιν 
ἐπικαλούµενον πλάνον τιν᾽ ἐν Ἀθήναις γενέσθαι, τὴν σχολὴν εὶς τοῦτο τὸ µὲρος τοῦ βίου καταχρώµενον. 
τοῦτον ἐντυχόντα πρὸς τὸ σιµὸν ἀνατρέχειν, ἢ συγκαθεῖναι τῇ ᾽πὶ τῇ Βακτηρίᾳ; Cf. Diod. Sic. 34/35.2.14 
and Ev. Matt. 27.63.  
45 On what little we know about the play, cf. Panayotakis (2010), pp. 115-123. On the word planus, in 
particular, see pp. 120-121.  
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con artist who strategically alters his appearance in order to execute a scheme.46 I agree 
with Panayotakis, who observes that the Ciceronian context has a “strong theatrical 
flavour.”47 This is the last word that Horace uses to identify the would-be client. He 
employs it here, in the context of this cautionary tale, in order to discourage Scaeva from 
emulating this figure. In so doing, he also leaves us with a final problematic impression 
of the client as a performer. 
In summary, in Epistles 1.17, Horace encourages Scaeva to adapt his persona in 
order to be a good friend to “greater men” (maioribus uti, 2; regibus uti, 13 and 14). He 
further problematizes this already problematic advice by couching it in expressly 
theatrical terms and bringing the insincerity associated with role-playing to bear on the 
client’s social performance. In particular, he deploys dialogue and discrete dramaturgical 
diction (e.g. scurror, 19; fers te, 22; personamque feret, 29), and draws close connections 
between the client and the histrionic figures of the scurra (scurror, 19), the meretrix 
(nota …. meretricis acumina, 55), and the con-man (planum, 59). In this way, he 
spotlights the potential dangers involved in a client taking his social performance too far. 
He thus demonstrates awareness of the kinds of criticism that could be leveled at clients 
and manages to undercut that criticism, to some extent, by representing it in a deliberately 
playful, ironic way. He alludes to earlier poems that also deal with social performance, 
whether discussing it, as in the case of Sermones 1.9 and 2.5, or implementing it, as in the                                                         
46 Cicero, Pro Cluentio 72: Hic ille planus improbissimus, quaestu iudiciario pastus, qui illi pecuniae quam 
condiderat spe iam atque animo incubaret, contrahit frontem – recordamini faciem atque illos eius fictos 
simulatosque vultus – et, qui esset totus ex fraude et mendacio factus, quique ea vitia quae a natura 
habebat etiam studio atque artificio quodam malitiae condivisset, pulchre adseverat sese ab Oppianico 
destitutum, atque hoc addit testimonii, sua illum sententia, cum palam omnes laturi essent, condemnatum 
iri. 
47 Panayotakis (2010), p. 120. 
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case of Sermones 1.5. In this way, he infuses Epistle 1.17 with a strong satiric quality that 
destabilizes a literal interpretation of the poem. 
 
II. Epistle 1.18 
The poet expands on his didactic discourse on client etiquette in the following 
poem, Epistle 1.18. These poems are very similar with regard to both subject and style, 
and it is extremely likely that Horace designed them to be read together. As Ferri 
observes, “the Epistles are perhaps, among the works of Horace, the work that has been 
most consciously planned and set up as a book: the letters gain enormously from being 
read one after the other, indeed, they require a continuous reading, in which even 
backslidings, second thoughts, contradictions, are parts of a planned overall effect on the 
reader.”48 In this letter, the longest in the first book, he offers advice to a certain Lollius 
about how to cultivate a relationship with a “powerful friend.”49 Horace acknowledges 
that this task is much more complicated than it might initially appear (dulcis inexpertis 
cultura potentis amici: expertus metuit, 86-87). The client must walk a fine, precarious 
line between obedience and independence, flattery and honesty. On the one hand, he has 
to be flexible and willing to subordinate his own wishes to those of his patron. On the 
other hand, he has to maintain a sense of autonomy. To negotiate between these opposing 
demands, Horace instructs Lollius to adopt a persona that encompasses both obsequium 
and libertas. He encourages him to develop his acting skills, that is, his ability to adapt                                                         
48 Ferri (2007), p. 125. 
49 Lollius is also the addressee of Epistles 1.2. Bowditch (1994) observes: “While Lollius’ actual identity 
remains unclear, he appears in the epistle to be a man of privilege and wealth. His father owns a country 
estate, and he has the leisure to hunt and write poetry. His attachment to a patron, then, would derive 
more from political motives of status than economic necessity,” p. 410. 
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his behavior according to different situations and to his patron’s disposition.50 Once again, 
the poet integrates a variety of theatrical elements – including ethopoeia, dramaturgical 
diction, stock characters, and expressly theatrical metaphors – to create a theatrical 
framework in which to contextualize his advice. Using the language and imagery of the 
stage, Horace continues to cast a spotlight on the histrionics involved in playing the part 
of a client. 
Hunter, among others, has pointed out that in formulating his advice to Lollius, 
Horace draws heavily upon Aristotle (EN 4.1126b11-22), Theophrastus (‘Περὶ φιλίας’), 
Cicero (De Amicitia 89-100), and Plutarch (Moralia 48e-74e). 51 Kemp adds Philodemus 
(On Flattery) to this list, noting that certain elements “are particularly relevant to 
Horace’s views in the Satires on how to (or, more particularly, how not to) conduct 
oneself with superiors.”52  When Horace recommends that the client find a middle ground 
between being too obsequious and too confrontational, he reinforces Aristotle’s 
distinction between ἄρεσκοἰ and δύσκολοι καὶ δυσέριδες. Likewise, he echoes Cicero’s 
suggestion in De Amicitia 66 that an individual ought to present himself as courteous and 
agreeable to his friends. Horace thus presents his own treatise on friendship in this epistle 
and the previous one, reproducing the precepts laid out by these authors, and at the same 
time putting his own personal, satirical spin on them. 
Horace gets right to the heart of the matter in the opening lines: “If I know you 
well, most candid Lollius, you will avoid projecting the appearance of a scurra, after                                                         
50 Mayer (1995) observes that the advice Horace prescribes here “is surely the comitas, ‘social tact,’ which 
some praised in Germanicus and which Tacitus found worthy of praise in Seneca [Ann. 2.13.1; 2.72.3; 
13.2.1],” pp. 290-291. 
51 Hunter (1985), pp. 481-482.  
52 Kemp (2010), p. 67. 
  
156 
claiming to be a friend (Si bene te novi, metues, liberrime Lolli,/ scurrantis speciem 
praebere, professus amicum, 1-2). Straight away, he identifies candor and friendship as 
key themes both in the poem and in the patron-client relationship. He introduces Lollius 
as “liberrime” (1), a word that simultaneously characterizes Lollius as a free man and a 
gentleman,53 and also suggests that he is comfortable expressing his opinions openly.54 
Horace underscores the importance of this quality by means of alliteration and use of the 
superlative. In mentioning this distinctive detail here, he anticipates the challenges that 
liberrimus Lollius will face as he attempts to play the part of a client and negotiate 
between being too aggressive, on the one hand, and too servile, on the other. The poet 
also sets up his ensuing observations about the theatricality of the client’s conduct by 
featuring a performer (scurra, 2) and dramaturgical diction (speciem praebere, 2) in the 
very first sentence. In this way, Horace immediately establishes both the poem’s subject 
and its subtext. 
By mentioning the scurra here, Horace reinforces the connection between this 
epistle and the previous one. While the scurra only makes a brief cameo in Epistle 1.17, 
he plays a much larger role in 1.18. In the previous epistle, Horace assimilated the scurra 
with the “good” kind of client, endorsed and exemplified by Aristippus. In that poem, the 
scurra’s adaptability was a virtue. In this epistle, however, the scurra symbolizes the 
worst sort of client. His adaptability is a source of deep suspicion.55 This discrepancy                                                         
53 liber, ~era ~erum (OLD 1): “possessing the social and legal status of a free man.” 
54 liber, ~era ~erum (OLD 10): “possessing freedom of action, able to take one’s own decisions, free from 
restrictions”; (OLD 10b) “(of faculties, choice, etc.) exercised or used at one’s own discretion”; (OLD 11) 
“acting without fear of the consequences, outspoken, open, frank, candid. 
55 Hunter (1985) remarks, “In Plautus scurrae seem to be smart men-about-town, full of wit and gossip, but 
in Horace and later literature the word has moved closer to the Greek κόλαξ or παράσιτος; the scurra is 
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calls into question Horace’s message in Epistles 1.17 and its implications for Epistles 
1.18. I would argue that this inconsistency is actually a key part of Horace’s message and 
that it is, in fact, consistent with the way he depicts his own social role throughout his 
corpus. As we have seen, Horace regularly identifies with and then distances himself 
from a variety of negative stereotypes, from the parasite to the captator, the slave to the 
scurra. He constantly shifts and reshapes his image in order to defend himself against 
accusations of sycophancy. In Epistles 1.17 and 1.18, he demonstrates this same 
proteanism by changing his stance from one poem to the next and redefining what it 
means to be a scurra. 
In this poem, the scurra is a lackey of the lowest order, who performs for his 
livelihood by lavishing praise on his patron, among other jests.56 He is closely related to 
the comedic stock character of the parasite. Citing the speech of Ergasilus (Capt. 469 ff.), 
Duckworth remarks that, “the true ‘art’ of the parasite is to be a ridiculus, to entertain 
others with his jokes.”57 Horace expresses his disdain for this figure, drawing a sharp 
distinction between the scurra’s behavior and that which he prescribes for Lollius. He 
emphasizes the discordance between scurrantis and amicum by juxtaposing them at 
opposite ends of the line (scurrantis speciem praebere, professus amicum, 2). He further 
sets them apart by comparing them to two diametrically opposite dramatic roles, the 
matrona and the meretrix: “just as the matrona will [always] differ from the meretrix in 
character and color, [so] the friend will always stand apart from the unfaithful scurra (ut                                                                                                                                                                      
the man whose jokes, flattery and willingness to perform any demeaning service earn him a place at his 
patron’s table,” p. 481. 
56 Cf. Damon (1990), esp. 109-110, and Corbett (1986). 
57 Duckworth (1952), p. 266. 
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matrona meretrici dispar erit atque/ discolor, infido scurrae distabit amicus, 3-4). To 
emphasize his point, the poet physically places the word distabit, meaning “to stand 
apart,” between scurrae and amicus in line 4. As he did in Epistle 1.17, Horace fashions 
the client as a kind of parasite and a prostitute. This comparison not only links the client 
with the comic stage, but it also brings gender and its moral implications into play. By 
associating the scurra with the meretrix, the poet seems to suggest that the scurra’s 
shameful behavior essentially emasculates him.58 He brings the scurra and the meretrix’s 
stereotypical falsity (infido, 4) to bear on the client’s characterization.59 In this way, he 
continues to underscore the important role that trust ought to play in the patron-client 
amicitia.  
At the same time, Horace advises Lollius to avoid going to the opposite extreme 
and being brutally honest with his patron to the point of rustic coarseness (asperitas 
agrestis, 6). He identifies this behavior as awkward and oppressive (inconcinna 
gravisque, 6). The adjective inconcinna (6) establishes another link between this poem 
and Epistle 1.17. In the earlier poem, Horace uses it to describe how Aristippus is equally 
comfortable playing any role (personamque feret, non inconcinnus utramque, Ep. 
1.17.29). This image carries over into Epistle 1.18; Horace uses the same word to 
encourage Lollius to follow the philosopher’s example and cultivate the ability to adapt 
to different circumstances.                                                         
58 As Duncan (2006) has neatly observed, the meretrix (like the actor) is stigmatized both in comedy and in 
Roman culture for “operat[ing] under the sign of the fictional, the feigned, the fake … actors and 
prostitutes could thus be seen as standing in for each other: the actor is a prostitute, the prostitute is an 
actor. The fact that the meretrix in Roman comedy is so often accused of lying is another sign of the 
interrelatedness of prostitutes and actors; the sincerity of her affections is never above question,” p. 131. 
59 Hunter (1985) remarks that both the meretrix and the scurra “sell” their services and “when a better offer 
comes in sight both will prove infidus,” p. 481. 
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The poet thus recommends that the would-be client find a happy medium between 
excessive obsequium and libertas. He returns to the example of the scurra to expand on 
this advice; he tries to dissuade Lollius from being “over-prone to compliance, a jester of 
the lowest couch, [who] so reveres the rich man’s nod that he echoes his voices and picks 
up his falling words, so that you would think a boy was repeating dictations to his severe 
teacher or a mime was performing a secondary role” (alter in obsequium plus aequo 
pronus et imi/ derisor lecti sic nutum divitis horret,/ sic iterat voces et verba cadentia 
tollit,/ ut puerum saevo credas dictata magistro/ reddere vel partis mimum tractare 
secundas, 10-14). Significantly, Horace describes the scurra’s behavior in explicitly 
dramatic terms. He compares the scurra to a mime “performing a secondary part” (partis 
mimum tractare secundas, 14).60 These words echo those of the pest in Sermones 1.9 
when he tells Horace that he would have a great assistant, who could play a supporting 
role, if only he would introduce him to Maecenas (haberes/ magnum adiutorem, posset 
qui ferre secundas,/ hunc hominem velles si tradere, Serm. 1.9.45-47). Once again, the 
poet uses the image of a performer, in particular one who only shadows the gestures of 
another, in order to illustrate a negative exemplum of the client. 
On the opposite end of the spectrum, Horace reintroduces a Diogenes-like figure 
who does not care if he offends anyone and so holds nothing back. Once again the poet 
employs ethopoeia and ventriloquizes this character: “If you please, should my first 
confidence not be in myself, should I not bark my real opinion fiercely? (‘scilicet ut non/                                                         
60 Tracto (OLD 7b): “(of an actor) to render, perform (the part of a character).” Cf. Cic. Q. Rosc. 20; Off. 
3.106; Gel. 2.23.13. Mayer (1994) points that that the “second actor in the mime, a salacious form of 
dramatic entertainment, usually did no more than support the archimimus, perhaps by parodying his or 
her movements and utterances (W. Beare, The Roman Stage (London 1964) 153),” p. 244. 
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sit mihi prima fides, et vere quod placet ut non/ acriter elatrem!61 pretium aetas altera 
sordet,’ 16-18). As in Epistle 1.17, Horace presents the barking Cynic as an example of 
how not to behave. By means of this model, he strongly advises Lollius to show some 
restraint and refrain from offering his opinions too freely. In presenting these paradigms, 
Horace draws heavily on the character types outlined by Theophrastus, in particular, the 
ἄγροικος (the rustic boor) and the κόλαξ (the flatterer). As Bennett and Hammond have 
observed, “The characters of Theophrastus are, as it were, the dramatis personae of his 
time. He shows us how a given type of man speaks and acts; the dramatization of his 
characters would require scarcely anything more than stage setting.”62 Horace employs 
these figures here in order to provide Lollius with dramatic archetypes to help him shape 
his self-presentation. 
Horace finally introduces the patron into the poem at line 24, after cataloguing a 
long list of qualities that this figure typically abhors in a client. He identifies him as a 
friend (amicus, 24),63 foregrounding the importance of amicitia in the patron-client 
relationship: 
He whom ruinous Venus [strips bare], whom the dice risking sudden disaster strips bare, whom 
 vainglory dresses up and perfumes beyond his financial resources, whom an unremitting thirst and 
 hunger for silver holds, whom shame and avoidance of poverty [hold], [this man] a wealthy
 patron hates and abhors, though he himself is often ten times more sinful, or if he does not 
 hate him, he puts him right just like a dutiful mother who wishes that he be wiser and more 
 advanced in virtues than himself and says almost true things to him: “my wealth allows for  
 imprudence (do not wish to argue this). Your means are trifling; a tight toga befits a rational 
 client; cease to contend with me.”  
 
quem damnosa Venus, quem praeceps alea nudat, 
gloria quem supra viris et vestit et unguit, 
quem tenet argenti sitis importuna famesque,                                                         
61 Elatro (OLD): “to bark out; (in quot. transf., of an outspoken person).” Horace coins the term here. 
62 Bennett and Hammond (1902), p. xxxi. 
63 Cf. “venerandi…amici,” Ep. 1.18.73. 
  
161 
quem paupertatis pudor et fuga, dives amicus, 
saepe decem vitiis instructior, odit et horret,  
aut si non odit, regit ac veluti pia mater 
plus quam se sapere et virtutibus esse priorem 
vult et ait prope vera: ‘meae (contendere noli) 
stultitiam patiuntur opes; tibi parvula res est: 




By listing all of these negative qualities, the poet continues to draw attention to 
the client’s behavior. He recommends once again that the client find a middle ground 
between acting like a man of inferior status and a man of superior status; he should 
neither give into base vices nor pretend to be like his patron. This sentiment echoes the 
words of Damasippus in Sermones 2.3, when he tells Horace not to lose sight of his lowly 
status and imagine that he and Maecenas are similar (an quodcumque facit Maecenas te 
quoque verum est/ tantum dissimilem et tanto certare minorem?, Serm. 2.3. 312-313).64 
Horace playfully subverts this message here. He immediately disregards Damasippus’ 
advice by impersonating a patron. He ventriloquizes the patron and reveals that they are 
not all that different after all. Taking on this persona, he asserts that a patron is allowed 
to act like a fool given his lofty station in life. The client, however, ought to conduct 
himself more conservatively given his humbler status. Horace thus satirizes both patron 
and client for their moral shortcomings. This frank discussion of the patron’s vices is an 
illustration of the very candor that Horace advocates to Lollius. The poet demonstrates a 
proper mode of expressing it, however, namely through a satiric portrait that spares 
neither patron nor client from parody. 
                                                        
64 He reinforces this point with a memorable anecdote about an exploding frog (Serm. 2.3.314-320). 
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At line 39, Horace arrives at what I argue is his primary piece of advice for 
Lollius, namely that he should adapt his behavior in order to comply with that of his 
patron. He encourages the would-be client to abandon his own way of life in favor of his 
patron’s:65 “You should neither praise your own tastes or put down ones that differ from 
your own, nor, when that man wishes to hunt, should you be composing poems (nec tua 
laudabis studia aut aliena reprendes,/ nec, cum venari volet ille, poemata panges,” 39-
40). In this way, Horace continues to play up the tension between obsequium and libertas. 
He essentially instructs Lollius to eclipse his own personality behind the mask of a client. 
Bowditch neatly encapsulates the issues at stake here, using appropriately theatrical 
metaphors to do so:  
 “On the one hand, it is Lollius' penchant for bold behavior that makes his insertion into the system 
 of patronage problematic - he fears the loss of identity, of a distinct self. From this evidently proud 
 young man's point of view, the role of an amicus requires a distasteful subordination that borders 
 on mimicry, a sympathy of interests that flattens all the contours of his character. In a sense, the 
 concept of role here is twofold: in the system of patronage, the role of the subordinate amicus 
 entails an entire "grammar of behavior"; the codified demeanor towards a patron had achieved 
 degrees of stylization such that Horace can give general advice about rules of deportment. On a 
 second level, the theatrics involved in patronage were innate to the system: a subordinate had to 
 take his cue from the patron, fashioning his responses to conform with the wishes of his benefactor. 
 The system itself operates according to discursive roles, and within that system the role of the less 
 powerful man suffers the direction of the patronus.”66 
 
I strongly agree with Bowditch, who acknowledges the fundamental theatricality that 
exists in the patron-client relationship and recognizes that Horace is responding to it here. 
My interpretation of the poem takes these observations one step further. I posit that 
Horace intentionally employs the language of the stage throughout the poem in order to 
                                                        
65 Fraenkel (1959) matter-of-factly summarizes this as follows: “A young man who has a part to play in 
Roman society must learn to adapt himself to other people’s way of life and not pamper his solitary self-
indulgence,” p. 318. 
66 Bowditch (1994), p. 412. 
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drive this point home and underscore the complexity involved in performing this social 
role.  
The poet further plays up the theatrical implications of his advice by 
contextualizing it with a dramatic analogy.67 He sets up a theatrical metaphor, an example 
from Euripides’ tragedy Antiope (41-44), and compares the fraternal bond between 
Amphion and Zethus to the friendship between patron and client. He observes that when 
the twins fell out of favor with one another, one of them had to yield to the other in order 
to set the relationship right again (gratia sic fratrum geminorum Amphionis atque/ Zethi 
dissiluit, donec suspecta severo/ conticuit lyra. fraternis cessisse putatur/ moribus 
Amphion: tu cede potentis amici, 41-44).  Horace thus advises his addressee to yield to 
his patron’s ways. He strategically places the word tu immediately next to Amphion, 
visually linking Lollius with the compliant brother. He then reiterates the advice that he 
advocated at line 40 (“nec, cum venari volet ille, poemata panges,” 39-40), telling Lollius 
to stop whatever he is doing (i.e. writing) and go hunting with his patron, if that is what 
his patron wishes to do (tu cede potentis amici/ lenibus imperiis, quotiensque educet in 
agros/ Aetolis onerata plagis iumenta canesque,/ surge et inhumanae senium depone 
Camenae, 44-47). He later goes on to say that “he who believes that you share in his 
enthusiasms will praise your ludus as a supporter with a thumbs [up] (consentire suis 
studiis qui crediderit te,/ fautor utroque tuum laudabit pollice ludum, 65-66). The 
                                                        
67 Mayer (1994) observes that this was a very famous play “(and the Latin version was still known to 
Cicero, De orat. 2.155 Zethus ille Pacuvianus); Callicles had used it to justify his own depreciation of 
philosophy in Plato’s Gorgias 484C-486C. H. reasserts the place of poetry, but makes it clear that it is the 
more civilized brother, Amphion, who yields,” pp. 247-248. 
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signficant words fautor68 and ludus underscore the strong theatrical implications of 
Horace’s advice. They suggest that the patron is aware that his client is putting on act in 
indulging his wishes. The fact that he responds so positively suggests that he has no 
problems with this arrangement. 
 It is this type of behavior (i.e. compliance), which enables the client to “dine 
[with his patron] as an equal on food bought with labors” (cenes ut pariter pulmenta 
laboribus empta, 48). The poet thus suggests that the client’s social performance is the 
labor by which he earns his meal. In prioritizing his patron’s wishes over his own (in this 
case, going hunting instead of staying home to write), he has secured a place at his 
table.69 In this way, Horace once again comes dangerously close to characterizing the 
client as a scurra. He quickly discriminates between them, however, by asserting at the 
very front of the line that the client dines with his patron as an equal (ut pariter, 48). 
Once again, he brings up a potential way of criticizing a client, and then immediately 
deflects this criticism. He thus continues to use his poetry as a platform of self-
presentation and self-defense. 
At this point, Horace launches into a digression on the benefits of hunting, martial 
exercise, and games (49-64). One moment, he describes how nobly and valiantly Lollius 
conducted himself in the Cantabrian wars (denique saevam/ militiam puer et Cantabrica 
bella tulisti/ sub duce qui templis Parthorum signa refigit/ nunc, et si quid abest Italis                                                         
68 Fautor (OLD 2): “an admirer, supporter (esp. at games and in the theater); Cf. Hor. Serm. 1.10.2, Epist. 
2.1.23. See especially Lucil. 270: Qui te diligat, aetatis facieque tuae se/ fautorem ostendat, fore amicum 
polliceatur. 
69 Cf. Sermones 1.6.47 in which Horace calls himself a convictor of Maecenas. Horsfall (1981) points out 
that the word convictor “‘can refer to the actus convivendi’ – i.e. to life in general together, but tends ‘in 
ordinary parlance to evoke the narrower context of the convivium’ (i.e. banquet). Horace is therefore 
known as a man who dines regularly with Maecenas,” p. 7.  
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adiudicat armis, 54-57). The next, he presents a playful portrait of Lollius, reenacting the 
Battle of Actium with his brother at their father’s country-estate: 
And, so that you may not back away and be absent without an excuse or apology, 
although you take care that nothing happens out of time and tune,  
now and then, you fool around at your father’s country-estate; 
The army divides the boats, with you as leader, the Battle of Actium 
is presented by your slaves in the manner of the enemy;  
your brother is your opponent, the lake is the Adriatic, until  
swift victory crowns one or the other with a chaplet of leaves. 
 
ac ne te retrahas et inexcusabilis absis, 
quamvis nil extra numerum fecisse modumque 
curas, interdum nugaris rure paterno:  
partitur lintris exercitus, Actia pugna 
te duce per pueros hostili more refertur, 
adversarius est frater, lacus Hadria, donec 
alterutrum velox Victoria fronde coronet. (58-64). 
 
I posit that the poet includes this snapshot of Lollius in his leisure time in order to 
reinforce the distinction between one’s public and private persona. This passage strongly 
resonates of Sermones 2.1, where Horace comments that Lucilius, Scipio, and Laelius 
removed themselves from the public stage (a vulgo et scaena, 71) in order to have fun 
and fool around (nugari et ludere, 73) in private (in secreta, 71). The theatrical language 
is deliberate and meaningful. In this same poem, Horace draws a sharp distinction 
between one’s outer appearance and his interior character, and he praises Lucilius for 
being the first to peel back the layers and expose the truth in his writing (quid, cum est 
Lucilius ausus/ primus in hunc operis componere carmina morem,/ detrahere et pellem, 
nitidus qua quisque per ora/ cederet, introrsum turpis…, Serm. 2.1. 62-65). Of Lucilius, 
Scipio, and Laelius’s getaway, Mayer observes, “Clearly it was important not to lay aside 
one’s gravitas except in private, among family or friends. Cicero notes that these frolics 
took place in the country (De orat. 2.22 Laelium … cum Scipione solitum rusticari 
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eosque incredibiliter repuerascere esse solitos, cum rus ex urbe tamquam e vinculis 
evolavissent).”70 By describing the game in such vivid detail and depicting the would-be 
client fooling around with his brother, Horace plays up Lollius’s private persona. He 
contrasts this free-spirited behavior with the care and caution demanded by his public 
role. The poet draws a sharp distinction between the way Lollius behaves when he is off-
duty, so to speak, and when he is on. In his public life, he must take care not to do 
anything out of time or tune (quamvis nil extra numerum fecisse modumque/  curas, 59-
60). In his private life, he can let his guard down and enjoy pointless fun and games 
(nugaris, 60).  
At line 67, Horace explicitly instructs Lollius to be careful and tactical about how 
he presents himself and with whom he interacts. The poet tells his addressee to think long 
and hard before making an introduction to his patron on behalf of someone else. This 
message strongly resonates with the plot of Sermones 1.9. I would argue that the satire, in 
fact, vividly illustrates the advice that Horace offers here and that the epistle, in turn, 
provides illuminating commentary on the sermo: 
Forthwith, I advise (if you have need of any such adviser) that you take care  
often of what you say and also of whom and to whom you speak. 
Flee the interrogator, for this same man is a blabbermouth. 
Wide open ears do not retain things entrusted to them faithfully, 
And once it has been sent forth, a word flies away irretrievably. 
 
protinus ut moneam, si quid monitoris eges tu, 
quid, de quoque viro, et cui dicas saepe videto. 
percontatorem71 fugito, nam garrulus idem est, 
nec retinent patulae commissa fideliter aures, 
et semel emissum volat irrevocabile verbum. (67-71) 
                                                         
70 Mayer (1994), p. 250. 




The word garrulus (Ep.1.18.69) evokes the infamous pest of Sermones 1.9. Horace’s 
words even echo those of the Sabine prophetess, who predicted that a blabbermouth 
(garrulus, Serm. 1.9.33) would be the source of his own destruction. She tells Horace that, 
if he is wise, he will avoid talkative men (‘garrulus hunc quando consumet cumque: 
loquaces,/ si sapiat, vitet, simul atque adoleverit aetas,’ Serm. 1.9.33-34). The poet 
continues to expand on her advice in Epistles 1.18, saying: 
Consider again and again what sort of person you commend,  
lest failings (of his) unknown to you soon offend your sense of decency.  
At times we make a mistake and present someone unworthy; therefore,  
having been duped, stop helping him whose own fault brings him down,  
so that if charges test someone you know very well, you will guard and  
look after him who is trusting in your protection. 
 
qualem commendes etiam atque etiam aspice, ne mox 
incutiant aliena tibi peccata pudorem. 
fallimur et quondam non dignum tradimus: ergo 
quem sua culpa premet, deceptus omitte tueri, 
ut penitus notum, si temptent crimina, serves             
tuterisque tuo fidentem praesidio… (76-81) 
 
With these words, Horace advises Lollius to be judicious about whom he chooses to 
associate with. In so doing, he further underscores the distinction between outward 
appearance and inner character. The poet instructs Lollius to be aware not only of his 
own self-presentation, but also the self-presentation of others. He encourages him to get 
to know the man behind the mask before making an introduction on his behalf, lest this 
introduction come to reflect badly on him. He warns Lollius, “for your own interests are 
at stake, when a neighboring wall burns, and neglected fires are accustomed to gather 
strength” (nam tua res agitur, paries cum proximus ardet,/ et neglecta solent incendia 
sumere vires, 84-85).  
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At line 86, Horace explicitly affirms what he has been describing all along, 
namely that it is much harder to play the part of a client than it might appear to the 
inexperienced observer. The man who has experience cultivating a relationship with a 
powerful friend actually dreads it (dulcis inexpertis cultura potentis amici:/ expertus 
metuit, 86-87). With this significant phrase (expertus metuit, 86-87), Horace presents 
himself as one of the initiated, someone who knows the truth about how complicated the 
job of a (high-profile) cliens really is. In the process, he implicitly insinuates that anyone 
who suggests otherwise is making an ignorant assumption. In this way, he continues to 
shape his own image and that of his audience(s). 
The poet offers Lollius one final piece of advice on the subject. By observing how 
men with dissimilar dispositions come into conflict with one another, he strongly 
encourages Lollius to adopt a persona that will be compatible with his patron’s 
personality: 
The cultivation of the acquaintance of a powerful friend  
is pleasant to the inexperienced man; the experienced man (however) dreads it.  
While it’s plain sailing, see to this lest the wind having been changed bears you backward.  
Sad men hate the cheerful and merry men hate the sad; 
Active men hate the sluggish, lazy men hate the agile and industrious;  
Those who drink Falernian wine in the middle of the night, 
hate the man who refuses offered cups,  
however much you swear to dread night-time fevers;  
remove the cloud from your brow. Modesty very often  
assumes the appearance of secrecy, silence of bitterness. 
 
Dulcis inexpertis cultura potentis amici: 
expertus metuit. tu, dum tua navis in alto est, 
hoc age, ne mutata retrorsum te ferat aura. 
oderunt hilarem tristes tristemque iocosi, 
sedatum celeres, agilem navumque remissi; 
potores bibuli media de nocte Falerni 
oderunt porrecta negantem pocula, quamvis 
nocturnos iures te formidare tepores. 
deme supercilio nubem: plerumque modestus 




In this way, Horace essentially instructs Lollius to act. He tells the would-be client that if 
his patron is serious, then he should be too. If his patron wants a drinking companion, 
then he should join him whether or not he is thirsty. If he is unhappy, then he should 
“remove the cloud from his brow” (deme supercilio nubem, 94) and smile nonetheless.72 
Horace thus spotlights the role-playing required of a client.73 I posit that this advice 
weaves together all of the theatrical threads that Horace has been spinning up to this point.  
With this recommendation, Horace reiterates the point that he made through the example 
of Aristippus in Epistle 1.17. Like the philosopher, a client should be equally comfortable 
playing any part (personamque feret non inconcinnus utramque, Epistle 1.17.29). Horace 
thus continues to emphasize how imperative it is for a client to be adaptable.  
 Horace concludes the poem on a philosophical note. He withdraws from the topic 
of the client’s public persona and concentrates instead on his private one.74 The poet 
advises Lollius to turn his attention to philosophy and cultivate a contemplative, peaceful 
life outside of the public eye: 
Among all these things, you must read and question the learned men  
about how you may lead your life smoothly.  
Will always desperate desire agitate and vex you?  
Will anxiety and hope for mildly useful things?                                                          
72 Juvenal later picks up on this exact theme of mimicry in Satire 3.100, when he criticizes Greek clients as 
‘a nation of actors’ (natio comoeda est). Cf. Juvenal 3.100-8: natio comoeda est. rides, maiore cachinno/ 
concutitur; flet, si lacrimas conspexit amici,/ nec dolet; igniculum brumae si tempore poscas,/ accipit 
endromidem; si dixeris "aestuo," sudat./ non sumus ergo pares: melior, qui semper et omni/ nocte dieque 
potest aliena sumere vultum/ a facie, iactare manus laudare paratus,/ si bene ructavit, si rectum minxit 
amicus,/ si trulla inverso crepitum dedit aurea fundo. 
73 Cf. Tiresias’ advice in Sermones 2.5.89-92 (neu desis operae neve immoderatus abundes./ difficilem et 
morosum offendet garrulus; ultra/ non etiam sileas. Davus sis comicus atque/ stes capite obstipo, multum 
similis metuenti). 
74 As Macleod (1979) observes, “in effect, in these Epistles Horace has written in his own manner a De 
amicitia, in the tradition that flows from Nicomachean Ethics VIII-IX; the type of friendship concerned is 
what Aristotle calls φιλία καθ᾽ ὑπεροχήν. It is natural, then, to find Horace towards the end of Epistle 18 
(96-103) telling Lollius to study philosophy,” p. 19. 
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Does learning produce virtue or does nature give it? 
What will diminish cares? What renders you a friend to yourself?  
What calms you absolutely? Public offices or sweet petty gain, 
or a secluded journey of life out of the public eye?  
 
inter cuncta leges et percontabere doctos, 
qua ratione queas traducere leniter aevum; 
num te semper inops agitet vexetque cupido, 
num pavor et rerum mediocriter utilium spes; 
virtutem doctrina paret, naturane donet; 
quid minuat curas, quid te tibi reddat amicum; 
quid pure tanquillet, honos an dulce lucellum, 
an secretum iter et fallentis semita vitae. (96-103) 
 
Horace seems to be speaking with a voice of experience here. As Fraenkel 
observes, “the principle of λάθε βιώσας is not a key that opens every gate; life is not as 
simple as that. There is a time for complying with the rules of society and a time for 
withdrawing into one’s own self. Horace himself had been long practicing what he now 
advises Lollius to do.” 75 Horace asks a series of rhetorical questions and answers them by 
revealing what he himself prays for. In this way, he draws the focus back to himself and 
reinforces the idea that the advice he has been offering all along reflects his own way of 
life: 
As for me, as often as the icy-cold Digentia river refreshes me, 
The river which Mandela drinks from, a village wrinkled from cold,  
what do you think, what do you believe, friend, that I pray for? 
‘May what I now have, or less, be mine, and may I live  
whatever time I have left, if the gods wish anything to remain;  
may I have a good supply of books and provisions to last the year,  
and may I not waver, uncertain from the hope of each variable hour.  
But it is enough to pray to Jove, who gives and takes away,  
that he give me life and give me resources; I myself will provide a balanced mind. 
 
me quotiens reficit gelidus Digentia rivus, 
quem Mandela bibit, rugosus frigore pagus, 
quid sentire putas? quid credis, amice, precari? 
sit mihi quod nunc est, etiam minus, et mihi vivam 
quod superest aevi, si quid superesse volunt di; 
sit bona librorum et provisae frugis in annum 
copia, neu fluitem dubiae spe pendulus horae.                                                         
75 Fraenkel (1959), p. 320. 
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sed satis est orare Iovem quae ponit et aufert, 
det vitam, det opes: aequum mi animum ipse parabo. (104-112) 
 
Ironically, by offering us this glimpse into his private life, he effectively renders it 
public. Horace continues to cultivate his multilayered poetic persona by adding these 
“personal” details. In this way, the poem essentially functions as a mode of performance 
in and of itself. Horace uses it as a platform to shape his audience’s perception of him. In 
a particularly playful gesture, he leaves us with a final portrait of himself as a philosopher. 
Evoking Aristippus, Horace cleverly demonstrates the kind of role-playing that he has 
been discussing all along.  
By choosing to end the letter in this way, Horace draws a close connection 
between the poem’s theatrical message and its philosophical implications. He not only 
uses dramatic devices to comment upon the theatricality involved in constructing and 
maintaining his public image, but he also uses them to address some of the philosophical 
problems this poses. One of Seneca’s letters actually helps to shed some light on 
Horace’s rhetorical activity here. In his Epistulae ad Lucilium (120), Seneca similarly 
explores the notions of constancy and the self, and uses expressly theatrical language to 
do so. Seneca, in fact, makes explicit reference to Horace in this letter. He directly quotes 
Sermones 1.3.11-17, where the poet satirizes individuals who waver back and forth 
between extremes: 
This is the best indication of a bad mind, the fluctuation and frequent changing of one’s mind with 
 respect to the façade of virtues and the love of vices. “This man sometimes had 200 slaves and 
 sometimes 10 of them. Sometimes he’d speak of kings and tetrarchs and all great things,  
 sometimes he’d say ‘let me have but a three-legged table, a shell of pure salt, and a toga, however 
 rough, which can keep out the cold.’ If you had given a million sesterces to this frugal man, 
 content with just a little, in five days there would be nothing left.” 
 
…Thus is the mind most proven foolish when it appears first one way and then another, and, 
 worst of all, when it is never the one and the same with itself. It is a great thing to play the part of 
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 one man, believe me, but no one except the wise man can act only one role. The rest of us play 
 many parts. 
 
Maximum indiciumest malae mentis fluctuatio et inter simulationem uirtutum amoremque 
uitiorum adsidua iactatio. “(is) Habebat saepe ducentos, saepe decem seruos; modo reges atque 
tetrarchas, omnia magna loquens, modo 'sit mihi mensa tripes et concha salis puri, toga quae 
defendere frigus quamuis crassa queat'. Decies centena dedisses huic parco, paucis contento: 
quinque diebus nil erat…”  
 
Sic maxime coarguitur animus inprudens: alius prodit atque alius et, quo turpius nihil iudico, 
impar sibi est. Magnam rem puta unum hominem agere. Praeter sapientem autem nemo unum agit, 
ceteri multiformes sumus. (120.20-22) 
 
Edwards neatly interprets these lines as follows: “The ideal Seneca sets out here is 
that of making oneself in harmony with oneself – the Stoic notion of constantia or 
aequabilitas. Yet few can aspire to this except as a very distant goal. Instead, even the 
would-be philosopher is made up of a mass of contradictory roles. He struggles, for 
instance, to bring into harmony his desire for philosophical understanding, for the calm 
that comes from being at one with the universe, but also continuing involvement in more 
worldly projects – his urge to exert political influence, his desire to impress his fellows 
through his wealth and power. The theatrical metaphor is suggestive.”76 Both Horace and 
Seneca, then, use theatrical imagery to call attention to the many roles that people play in 
their daily lives and the unrest that this role-playing causes. They both suggest that 
philosophy is the key to attaining a balanced mind (aequum mi animum, Epistle 1.18.112) 
in the midst of so much volatility. By ending the letter on this philosophical note, Horace 









In Epistles 1.17 and 1.18, Horace presents himself as a veteran poet and client 
imparting words of wisdom acquired over years of experience. Chief among these is the 
recommendation that a client should hone his acting skills and be able to set aside his 
own needs in order to prioritize those of his patron. The challenge is to do this without 
behaving like a sniveling scurra or a barking Cynic, that is, without stooping to excessive 
flattery or truculence. The client must find a happy medium between the two extremes, 
and remain true to himself and to his patron all the while. As MacCleod observes, 
“behind the rich humour of these poems, their sometimes gaily satirical treatment of what 
can go wrong in the careerist’s life and the sometimes gently mocking tone of their 
precepts, lie an ideal of how to live in society, the man who has the self-knowledge to be 
simply what he is with others.”77 
Using the language of the stage, Horace teaches Scaeva and Lollius how to 
behave like clients and cultivate relationships with “greater men.” He gives them 
concrete instructions on how to act, what to say, what to refrain from saying, and how to 
develop private personae outside the scope of their public ones. Just as he did in 
Sermones 1.9, 2.5, and 2.7, Horace employs an array of theatrical devices – including, 
ethopoeia, dramaturgical diction, stock characters, and expressly theatrical metaphors – 
to reinforce the theatrical implications of his advice. Some ten to fifteen years after first 
satirizing the topic in his Sermones, Horace continues to wrestle with the sensitive subject 
of client conduct in these highly satiric letters.  
                                                        
77 Macleod (1979), p. 18. 
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These poems invite us to interpret them as evidence of the poet’s real opinions 
and experiences as a client: they are presented in the first-person voice, they deal with a 
topic that is inextricably bound up in his life and poetry, and they allude to other 
autobiographical poems. As Bowditch remarks, “So compelling is the author’s own self-
portrait that it is easy to forget how often we are simply taking Horace’s word for it.”78 
On the one hand, Horace strongly encourages us to attribute the advice put forth in these 
letters to him. On the other hand, the advice itself actually undermines the identity of the 
speaker. By calling attention to the client’s constantly shifting persona, the poet 
effectively calls his own into question. In this way, he continues to destabilize his 
audience’s ability to pin him down, hinting that the “Horace” who emerges from the 
pages is just another carefully constructed persona. In this way, Horace’s advice on how 
to perform the role of a client also provides a key to understanding his poetic self-
presentation. 
                                                        






In this dissertation, I have endeavored to illustrate how Horace uses dramatic 
devices to depict and discuss the patron-client relationship, a subject that is central to 
both his poetry and his life. I have argued that he intentionally draws upon the language 
of the stage in order to confront criticism that he likely received in the extra-poetic world, 
likening him to an actor and impugning the honorable nature of his amicitia with his 
patron, Maecenas. Through a series of close readings, I have shown how the poet 
employs an array of theatrical elements – as well as a variety of negative stereotypes 
ranging from an actor to a captator, a slave to a scurra – to satirize the client as a kind of 
performer. Horace distinguishes himself from these satiric caricatures by demonstrating 
appropriate modes of performance both in and by means of his poetry. He thus defends 
his own behavior by revealing that an element of performance is endemic to the patron-
client relationship itself.  
In Chapter 1 (Sermones 1.9), I illustrated how Horace sets himself up in contrast 
to a pest, who enthusiastically self-identifies as a performer (among many other colorful 
character flaws). The poet effectively defines his own persona by juxtaposing himself 
with this distasteful figure and underscoring the ignorance of his assumptions. Chief 
among these is the assumption that Horace is only “playing a part” when it comes to his 
interactions with Maecenas, and that his conduct is motivated by ambitio and avaritia 
rather than fides and amicitia. By representing himself, his patron, and the members of 
their circle so favorably and diplomatically in this poem, Horace undermines the pest’s 
accusations. In Chapter 2 (Sermones 2.5), I discussed how the poet exploits the salient 
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similarities between the client and the captator to satirize the former as a kind of 
disingenuous, self-serving actor. Through the figure of Tiresias, Horace presents a highly 
satiric step-by-step guide to exploiting one’s patron. In so doing, he both voices and 
responds to criticism that strongly resonated with his own social role. In Chapter 3 
(Sermones 2.7), I demonstrated how Horace uses dramatic devices to call attention to the 
multiplicity of personae that he adopts throughout his work, especially in those poems 
that deal either directly or indirectly with his relationship with Maecenas. Through a 
dramatic dialogue with his slave Davus, himself a dramatis persona, Horace highlights 
the theatricality that factors into constructing and maintaining his public image. In 
Chapter 4 (Epistles 1.17 and 1.18), I revealed how Horace continues to play up the 
theatricality involved in performing his social role as he offers advice to two prospective 
clients on the subject. The poet compares the client to an array of stereotypical characters, 
all of whom rely on benefactors and all of whom employ histrionics as a means of 
manipulating them. These include the prostitute (meterix), the con man (planum), and – 
most significantly – the scurra. Once again, the poet uses theater to address negative 
stereotypes and to include himself in the joke. 
The theme of role-playing in the patron-client relationship comes up again and 
again in Horace’s work. On the one hand, the poet attempts to disassociate himself from 
an actor and the attending implications of insincerity and impropriety. On the other hand, 
he effectively demonstrates that he is a kind of actor. He performs both in and by means 
of his poetry for an audience that certainly included his patron, as well as friends and 
detractors from all across the social spectrum. Horace thus reclaims the theatrical 
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material and redefines what it means to be a performer in his world. He represents 
himself and his patron in a carefully calculated way designed to defend him against 
accusations of acting and sycophancy. At the same time, he also makes a public display 
of the poetic skill and ethical standards that earned him Maecenas’ literary patronage and 
friendship in the first place.  
This investigation opens up several new lines of inquiry regarding Horace’s 
poetic self-presentation. It calls into question, for example, the notion of a stable, “true” 
self and the extent to which such a thing exists in poetry. The “dramatic” quality of 
Horace’s work, including his adoption of personae, is in many ways intrinsic to poetry 
itself and to the nature of being a poet. Further study could delve deeper into the 
relationship between these literary conventions and Horace’s particular poetic project 
here. It could also examine the extent to which Horace utilizes similar dramatic 
techniques to depict and discuss other aspects of his life. Hopefully this study has 
revealed how Horace employs them to great satiric effect in his poetic depictions of the 
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